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Preface

ven in an age of dysfunctional managed care, inequitable

health-care access, and ballooning costs, medicine

remains one of the most respected and well-remuner-
ated of professionals. Indeed, in 2006, almost 71,000 individuals
took the Medical College Admission Test (MCAT), an all-time
high, and in 2007, 42,315 applied to U.S. medical schools, the
most in 10 years. Yet even with the addition of three more
accredited medical schools in 2008, the number of available
spots in medical school classes has remained relatively static.
The most selective medical schools consequently know they'll
receive enough applications with outstanding “numbers”
(MCAT score and grades) to populate several entering classes.
For this reason, they can afford to evaluate applicants in terms
of the diversity and potential contribution they can offer poten-
tial classmates, not just in terms of their smarts.

This is where medical school essays come in. The personal
statement required by the American Medical College Applica-
tion Service (AMCAS) and the so-called secondary essays
required by individual medical schools enable the admissions
committees to look beyond your MCAT score, grade-point aver-
age, and résumé and see the person—to get a sense not only of
what you have done but of the kind of person you are and

xi
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the kind of physician you might become. Unfortunately, writing
essays that showcase your uniqueness and potential contribu-
tion to best effect is not easy. Which of the many experiences of
your life best capture your hopes, dreams, and strengths? What's
the best way to tell these stories? The purpose of the “perfect
phrases” in this book is to help you overcome the paralysis of
the blank page (or PC screen) by giving you samples of effective
medical school admissions writing that you can use to bridge
the gap between your initial outline and your written draft.

Because generic writing is bad writing, you'll find that the
phrases and examples provided here are not “one-size-fits-all”
templates. They contain the concrete details—facts, names,
places, numbers—that good writing always has. So feel free to
use this book’s perfect phrases as inspirational prompts,
guides, even temporary “crutches” as you work toward a final
draft that’s expressed in your own words. But when you reach
the point where you're confident in the substance of your
essays—when writer’s block is no longer an issue—search for
ways to turn the perfect phrases you've used into your own
personal expression. If you let this book’s perfect phrases
become a substitute for your own words, you'll defeat the pur-
pose of this book and the admissions essay. Medical schools
don’t admit applicants who sound like other applicants or write
what they think the schools want to hear.They admit real peo-
ple who tell their own stories their own way. Use these perfect
phrases to help you do that and only that.

Part | of this book guides you through the sometimes
stressful process of writing admissions essays, from selecting

xii
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your themes, developing your raw material, and preparing
an initial outline, to writing, revising, and editing your drafts.
The chapters in Part Il provide perfect phrases for the most
common medicine-related topics—from your shadowing and
research experiences to why you want to go to medical school.
The chapters in Part lll cover the more general and personal
topics—from the key challenges and influences in your life to
what characteristics and experiences will contribute most to
your medical school class. Part IV provides perfect phrases for
the most common questions posed in medical school admis-
sions interviews—a pivotal decision point in your journey to
medical school.

It's my hope that the range and variety of examples in this
book will help you to unlock and set free the inner creative voice
that's still the best “magic bullet” for gaining admission to the
medical school of your dreams. If you have any suggestions for
improving it, please e-mail them to me at paulbodine@live.com.
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Chapter 1 Writing Medical

School Essays

s intimidating as writing medical school admissions
A essays can be, they offer you an irreplaceable advan-

tage: they give you a crucial additional application
component that you can fully control. From the themes you
choose to encompass your personal “profile” and the stories
you pick to illustrate them, to the lessons you draw and the tone
you adopt, medical schools give you, through the personal
statement and secondary essays, the reins to shape how they
perceive your candidacy. Helping you structure and manage
the potentially frustrating and time-consuming challenge of
essay writing is the subject of this chapter.

Your Profile and Themes

Before you begin writing your admissions essays, you should
first develop a short self-marketing message or “profile” that
integrates the key themes (strengths, experiences, interests) you
want your application to communicate.Take your time. Cast your
net widely, and ask friends, family, and mentors for their input.
You want to isolate the handful of themes or experiences—from
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your childhood, passions, or travels to your education, research,
career, or community life—that will best distinguish you from
other applicants.This profile is the guiding message that should
inform all your medical school essays and indeed your entire
application, from recommendation letters to the interview.
When your application pools’ test scores, grades, and demo-
graphics have all been sorted and batched, this is the “label”you
want the medical schools to remember your application by.

Data Mining Your Life

Once you have nailed down your themes, you need to identify
the individual stories that you'll build your AMCAS and sec-
ondary essays around.“Data mining” your experiences through
conversations with family and friends, résumé-based brain-
storming, or “stream-of-consciousness” writing (aka the “brain
dump”) can help you flush out these stories.

If you've done it right, your data-mining process should
leave you with a mass of raw material that could fill dozens of
personal statements.Now you need to evaluate your raw stories
critically. Continually ask yourself which of the possible essay
stories have the most value or significance. A story’s external
significance could include its impact on your life (such as an aca-
demic honor, research breakthrough, or job promotion) or on
others’ lives (such as showing compassion to a patient or help-
ing to mentor children). A story's internal significance would
include how the experience changed you, enhanced your skills,
deepened your perspective, strengthened your sense of your
potential, and so on.

4



Writing Medical School Essays

Look for stories that capture in microcosm what'’s essential
about you so you don’t submit a “kitchen-sink” essay that super-
ficially skims many key moments. By understanding these sto-
ries, someone can know as much about who you really are as by
hearing your full autobiography. Look for the stories that are
most distinctive and that combine the greatest external impact
and personal transformation. If a story rates highly in unusual-
ness, objective results or impact, and personal significance,
you've probably got a winner. Subject all the raw stories gener-
ated by your data-mining process to this same weighing or rank-
ing process until you've arrived at a core story or set of stories
that you want your AMCAS and secondary essays to cover.

Essay Topics

The first and most important essay in your medical school appli-
cation process is of course the AMCAS Personal Comments essay.
As the Association of American Medical Colleges suggests in its
application instructions, the likely focus of this 5,300-character
essay are the following questions:

Why have you selected the field of medicine?
What motivates you to learn more about medicine?

What do you want medical schools to know about you that
hasn’t been disclosed in another section of the application?

Notwithstanding the personal focus of that last question,
medicine and its relationship to your future are the core topic
of the AMCAS Personal Comments essay. For that reason, Part II

5
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of this book presents perfect phrases for the most common
medicine-related topics, including shadowing experiences,
clinical interactions with patients, research experiences, think-
ing insightfully about medical issues, and so on. Though the
AAMC suggests that acceptable topics include personal infor-
mation about you—"what hasn’t been disclosed” elsewhere—
it also restricts you to roughly 900 words. Many applicants will
find that once they've finished writing about their academic
and medical-related experiences, they have precious little
space left to focus on “hardships, challenges, or obstacles”"—or
any of the other non-medical-related experiences that make
them who they are.

Fortunately, in addition to the AMCAS Personal Comments
essay, the secondary essays required by medical schools offer
you a much wider range of topics and thus more opportunities
to express the full breadth of your uniqueness. Glance at the
essay topics in the applications packets of the 129 AAMC-
approved medical schools, and you'll see several general topic
areas emerge:

Essays about personal material such as your upbringing, key
experiences, and major life influences, including role models.
Essays about challenges and/or disadvantages you've

had to overcome (the same “hardships, challenges, or
obstacles” referred to in the AMCAS instructions).

Essays about personal characteristics or life experiences
that might enhance a medical school’s diversity.

Essays about experiences that show your compassion or
desire to help others.



Writing Medical School Essays

We have devoted Part Ill of this book to perfect phrases for
all these major personal essay topics.

Now that you have an idea of the topics you'll need to write
about, we can get started on the essays themselves.

Writing Your Essays

The outline was invented to reduce the anxiety and time drain
imposed by the writing process. By bringing structure to your
personal statement before you start writing it, outlines maxi-
mize your efficiency and enable you to perform a crucial early
test of the quality of your essay ideas. Do you have enough
material to support your assertions or illustrate your experi-
ences? Does the lesson or takeaway you're trying to draw from
your story emerge organically from the story itself or does it
seem imposed? Outlines can help you answer these questions
before you've written a draft that you're emotionally invested in.

Let your creativity run as you write your medical school
essays. At this stage, forget all the rules about transitions,
“theme sentences” and “evidence sentences” that you learned
in school. The real bottom line is this: essays will live or die by
the degree of personal, vivid detail and insight you inject in
them. Many applicants’ essays never come alive on the page,
and it's often because they lack specific human detail and per-
sonal anecdote. Always be as personal and concrete as you
possibly can. You also want to achieve a balance between
data—the facts that substantiate your themes—and analysis—
regularly stepping back from an example or anecdote to tell
the reader what it means.
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First Drafts

Your focus when writing your essays’ first drafts is really just
to get something down on paper. Because many applicants
believe they have to complete a polished, finished draft in the
first sitting, they usually wind up with a starchy, formal-sounding
treatise without life or detail. Don’t be so hard on yourself. Again,
forget about style, grammar, and word count when writing your
first draft. Relax, run with your outline, and don't overanalyze
what you're writing—just get it down.

It may help to think of your essays as stories about an inter-
esting and sympathetic hero—you—who's in noble pursuit of
a distant and holy grail (a medical degree). People are hard-
wired to respond to such human-interest stories.We like happy
endings, and tales of sympathetic protagonists overcoming
conflict or obstacles by changing their environments appeal to
our basic hopes.Tell a good story.

Revising

Once you have written a rough draft based on your outline,
step back and consider macro and organizational changes,
such as contradictory themes or assertions, needlessly
repeated points, gaps in context or logic, or weakly developed
or poorly placed paragraphs. Continually ask yourself whether
your main thesis and secondary points will be clear to the
admissions readers, whether your words convey your personal-
ity and enthusiasm, whether you are telling your story as
clearly, compellingly, and efficiently as you can. You may find
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that you need to switch around paragraphs, cut digressions,
or add to, delete, or bolster your examples. Don't stress out.
Remember, you already have your structure and rough draft;
it'’s all downhill from here. Depending on how well conceived
your outline was and how well you fleshed it out in your first
draft, your essay may go through multiple macro-level revi-
sions before it's ready for editing.

Editing

The next stage, editing, means cleaning up the essay’s mechan-
ics and grammar at the sentence and word level. The potential
glitches that editing catches can be everything from pronoun
and subject-verb agreement, dangling modifiers, run-on sen-
tences, and faulty parallelism to punctuation and capitalization
errors, word choice and misspelling, and active- versus passive-
voice issues. One overriding rule that should guide your edit-
ing: always choose the simplest, shortest, and most direct
expression over the more complex or “sophisticated” one.Read
your essays aloud. Do they flow? Is the tone conversational?
Does it sound like you?

Your essay is finished when you can’t imagine how to make
it say what you mean more candidly, vividly, or directly. When
you've achieved that level of honesty, color,and tautness, let go.
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Chapter 2 Perfect Phrases

for Introductions

ike a smile and a firm handshake, a well-conceived intro-
L duction can create an instant positive impression in
admissions readers that may pay valuable dividends
when you later need them to sympathize with one of your fail-
ings or sit through a not-so-compelling example. Ideally your
introduction will tell readers what you will be accomplishing in
the essay, catch and hold their interest, establish your tone, and
provide some of the context or detail that creates your story’s
foundation. Let your themes, specific story, and creativity sug-
gest the introduction that works best for you.
The following perfect phrases will give you some idea of the

variety of ways in which it’s possible to open your essay:

| first saw America from the inside of a hospital.
Fifteen years ago my family and | escaped religious
persecution in Vietnam to start a new life in the
United States. During our three-week voyage to
freedom, however, my brother Bao developed acute
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gastroenteritis from the rainwater we were forced to
drink to survive. Without medical attention his life was
in danger, so we spent our first two weeks in the Land
of Freedom praying that Richmond Memorial’s skilled
doctors could pull him through. My first memory of
America will always be the comfort and assurance that
Doctors Weseltier and Gupta showed my brother and
my family. They gave him his life again, which made
our future in America possible.

“Failure to thrive.” The phrase on Reed’s chart seemed
both coldly clinical and uncannily accurate. | first met
Reed as a volunteer at Newark General Hospital when
one of the nurses asked me to feed him his dinner
while she tended to other tasks. When | peeked into
Reed’s room, | saw his two roommates eating their
dinners with obvious gusto, but Reed seemed to be in
a world of his own, oblivious to his surroundings and
the meal before him.

“l got my ass whupped, but | am a warrior, and | will
get those three guys. Just sew me up!” As soon as

| heard Jim One Bull’s words, | knew that the
laceration over his left eye was less of a concern
than the entrapped inferior rectus muscle he'd just
referred to.Volunteering last summer at the U.S.
Public Health Service’s Indian Hospital in Clinton,
Oklahoma, gave me a wonderful opportunity to

12
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witness doctors healing not only the damaged body,
but the injured psyche.

Washing the blood from Kimberlea’s shoes was the
least | could do.The 16-year-old had been waiting
expectantly to be discharged at last from St. Louis
Regional’s ob-gyn emergency room when she
suddenly began bleeding uncontrollably. Confused
shock and horror swept over her face as she watched
the torrent running. Dashing to her side, | escorted
Kimberlea to a dilation and curettage procedure
room, never letting go of her hand. As the physician
performed a D&C on Kimberlea, | comforted her by
gently stroking her hair. The procedure successfully
concluded, | personally escorted Kimberlea to a bed
and returned to the procedure room for her clothes.
Seeing her blood-drenched shoes, | immediately
began cleaning them—my routine tasks could wait.
It became my guiding principle: do for patients what
you would appreciate them doing for you.

It felt like someone had jabbed a knife into my lower
back. | was doing a routine “butterflies” exercise with
95 pounds of weight during college football training,
when | felt my upper body suddenly freeze up and a
wave of pain roll down my right leg. As | lay on my
back wondering what had happened, | remember
thinking that it was just a severe back spasm; | would

-
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be scrimmaging with my teammates in no time. | had
no way of knowing that | had herniated a disk in my
spine and would be living with debilitating pain for
the next one and a half years.

It's 7:00 a.m. in a rural hospital in Gansu province,
China. As | clean a third-degree wound on a young
girl, | hear a patient’s gurney barreling noisily down
the corridor. A fragile, panicked young woman is
pushing her brother, who, thrown from his motorcycle,
is drenched in blood and wincing at the pain from his
broken nose and left leg. Though I'm startled to see
that his blood has turned the entire pillow scarlet, I'm
relieved that his coughs have forced the blood out of
his nose, preventing coagulation in his lungs. But
within seconds of his grasping my hand, his eyelids
slowly shut, and he fades into unconsciousness. As his
sister becomes hysterical, | summon the doctors, only
to watch in shock and horror as they pass by the
patient to ask me whether the sister has paid the $20
radiology and $100 hospital room fees.

Wasn't leprosy an extinct disease like the Black Plague?
Touring Thailand’s Klongtuey Leprosy Center and
Rehabilitation Hospital last November, my eyes gave
me the answer.Though leprosy has been treatable for
years, some one million cases still exist in developing
parts of the world.

14
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The slimy, intricate viscera of a rat spilled out onto the
operating table as Dr. Rubin Maslov proceeded to
perform a tracheotomy. On my first day of research

at Steerwright Laboratory, | silently marveled: How

do the rat’s parts combine to form the furry creature
that was sniffing my hand a minute before it was
anesthetized?

“Go ahead—touch it.” Stepping forward to peer into
the patient’s open heart, | was both awed and
fascinated by the bright red muscle pulsing
methodically under the glare of the operating room
lights. It looked just like the pictures in the anatomy
book I had read as a child. But this was real. Spurred by
Dr.Wen's stories of open-heart surgery, | asked him if |
could someday observe a surgery, and two weeks later
| found myself scrubbing up with him and standing by
as he opened the patient’s chest. But Dr.Wen wanted
me to experience the surgery more than just visually;
he wanted me to physically touch the muscle. So,
nervously, | leaned forward and extended a finger into
the open chest. Suddenly, a stream of blood squirted
from the pumping heart onto my surgical mask.The
smell of blood permeated the OR, and | felt beads of
sweat trickling down my forehead. The next thing

| remember | was on the floor as a nurse waggled
smelling salts under my nose.| couldn’t believe | had

-
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just passed out! To my infinite gratitude Dr.Wen later
assured me that mine had been a very common
experience for first-time OR visitors.

Two pounds, six ounces was the exact weight of little
Anton when he was prematurely thrust into the world.
As | stood outside the nursery window, | could see his
tiny body barely visible beneath the tubes and
electrodes taped to his pink-blue skin. Seeing Anton
clinging frailly to life, | felt a swell of anger replace the
fondness | had always felt for his 17-year-old mother.
For six months, | had helped Jade prepare for the GED
so she could support her new family. As her teacher,

| was responsible for her academics, but | found myself
more preoccupied with her health. Poor and
uninsured, Jade did not seek prenatal care, and more
than once | smelled alcohol and cigarettes on her
breath.“No, I'm clean,” she repeatedly vowed to me.
Now, learning that Jade had been high when she
went into labor, | felt betrayed because it was

Anton who suffered from the actions his mother’s

lies concealed.

“Do | live on the first or second floor?” Mrs. Moulton
asked me one evening.| was astonished by her
question. For the three months I had known her in my
role as food server for St.Ignatius Home, Mrs. Moulton
had always flashed me a bright smile that instantly

16
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nullified her advanced years and institutionalized
surroundings. Through our always pleasant
conversations | had learned that this distinguished but
unassuming woman was a retired physician. Her
guestion to me just now was doubly unnerving
because it meant not only that she had forgotten
where her room was, but that St.Ignatius has only

one floor.

You have a choice—your career or someone’s life.
That was the decision | seemed to be facing when

| answered my phone at 2 a.m.on the day of my final
presentation for my senior research seminar in
Vanderbilt University’s department of immunology
and microbiology. But when the renal transplant
coordinator at Davidson Memorial Medical Center,
where | worked in kidney procurement and perfusion,
called to ask me if | could assist in a kidney perfusion
that morning, | knew | had to say yes.

“Now what'’s he doing to Blake?”| whispered to my
mom. For years Dr. John Stedelin, my pediatrician, was
the last person in Centralia, Illinois, | wanted to see.
As a child, I was blind to his compassion because

| equated him with the throat cultures and painful
immunizations | feared. But after my brother Blake
was born, | would accompany him on his visits to

Dr. Stedelin without being distracted by my dread of

-
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needles and swabs. My fear of Dr. Stedelin gradually
evolved into a deep curiosity, something like

the awe curious children feel as they watch a
magician’s illusion.

“Brad, the camera crews are here!” my coworker called
to me as the door opened behind her and news crews
from the local TV stations filed into our laboratory.
They had come to Syracuse University Medical Center
to report a medical breakthrough: as part of the first
comprehensive program in the United States to treat
autoimmune diseases using bone marrow
transplantation, our team had successfully treated a
patient with systemic lupus using a new technique
called elutriation.

Virzenias was not very popular in our house. It wasn't
his smoke-stained teeth, his macabre appearance, or
even the vague scent of death on his clothes. It was
the fact that his Sunday-morning phone calls meant
my mother would not be with us for mass. As the
autopsy technician who worked with my mother in
her pathology practice at San Ysidro Hospital,
Virzenias had the absolute power to call my mother
away whenever an autopsy had to be performed.

As | stepped into the dim “operating room,” the first
thing that hit me was the smell. As my eyes adjusted,
| could make out Dr. Kutral removing the long

18
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iodoform wick from Sreela’s left breast. In time | would
learn to recognize that smell—pseudomonas
infection. Sreela’s eyes were pinched shut, but she
made no sound.The size and shape of her nose ring
told me she was of a low caste, and | knew she had
been nursing her two-month-old boy from her
uninfected breast because she was too poor to buy
expensive formula. After repacking and dressing the
wound, Dr. Kutral wrote Sreela a prescription, and she
went back out to her crying son. Later, the doctor
confided to me that Sreela would have to choose
between the medication and food for her family.
Reeling from what | had just witnessed, | walked out
of the “clinic” (it lacked both running water and
electricity) into the noisy, bustling village | would call
home for the next five weeks.

“Code 10.Code 10.” As | rush down to the cardiac
floor to answer the call from a patient reporting
chest pain, my own heart begins to pound as | review
the procedures | will soon be executing with my first
emergency cardiac patient: the initial exam, the
subsequent tests and—if the situation worsens—the
call for backup. I've just told the nurse to start the
patient on oxygen and obtain a 12-lead EKG, and as

| approach the patient’s room | mentally review the
possible scenarios. At best, the patient’s chest pain is

-
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not cardiac-related; at worst, it is a manifestation of his
already lengthy history of cardiac instability. This is the
moment of truth—the first of many—medical school
will prepare me to face and flawlessly handle.

“Gross margin and P&Ls to gross anatomy and H&Ps.”
If I had to come up with a headline to describe the
career shift I've made in the past year, that would
probably be it. In the space of 12 months I've gone
from analyzing the bottom lines of profit-and-loss
statements as an equity analyst for T. Rowe Price to
reading journal articles on “post-transectional axonal
repair” as a post-baccalaureate premed student.

The lines start forming at sunrise. By the time my shift
as a volunteer at Uriimqi’s Xinhua Hospital begins at
eight sharp, a queue of cancer patients winds down
Zunggar Street as far as the eye can see. After five
summers of volunteering in New York City hospitals,
when the time came for my January interim premed
project, | knew | had to do something completely
different. After several months’ effort, my friend Kristen
and | won permission from western China’s two
largest public health institutes to spend a month
shadowing doctors and learning everything we could
about China’s public medical system.

“Am | there yet?”| heard the resident ask from behind
the curtain.”Do you still see bone on the drill?” the
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physician replied matter-of-factly. Horrified, | threw a
quick glance at the patient’s family, who—I thanked
God—were too dazed with shock to understand what
was unfolding on the other side.
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Chapter 3 Perfect Phrases for

Shadowing Experiences

“Briefly describe the one healthcare experience that
has had the most influence on your decision to study
medicine.”

(University of Miami)

“Briefly describe your exposure to medicine.”
(Eastern Virginia Medical School)

ow do you know you'll be a good doctor unless you've
H seen one in action? Shadowing—taking the time to

follow a physician through her day to observe what her
work is really like—may not be an official requirement for med-
ical school admission, but it's certainly a de facto one. Seeing
medicine come alive through the example of an experienced
practitioner can tell you whether you'll enjoy a medical career,
eliminate some of your false assumptions, and perhaps provide
you with a mentor or role model you can turn to as your medical
education and career begin in earnest. The following perfect

phrases provide some variations on the shadowing theme.
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At Dallas Memorial | have had the good fortune to
interact with hematologist-oncologist Dr. Mark
Gorecki, who early on allowed me to join him on
weekend rounds at Irving Children’s Hospital. | was
immediately impressed with Dr. Gorecki’s enthusiastic
concern for his patients as well as the rigor and
relevance of his research.Through him, | have been
given the rare opportunity to interact with patients
stricken with sickle cell disease, and | have been
stunned by the amount of suffering and myriad
complications these patients endure. | have also been
humbled to learn that the discovery of the molecular
mechanism of this terrible disease almost 60 years ago
has provided little improvement in patient care. Most
importantly, Dr. Gorecki has shown me that despite
the social and economic differences that separate him
from his patients, with compassion, enthusiasm, and
warmth he can establish long-term trusting
relationships with each of them.Through Dr. Gorecki,
my attraction to medicine has evolved. While | was
initially attracted to the problem-solving challenges

it offers and because it would complete my
understanding of biology, today I'm drawn to
medicine because it gives me an outlet for
compassion and caring, qualities inessential

to research.
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After my volunteer experiences first sparked my
interest in medicine as a career, | explored the
profession further by shadowing a neurologist,
internist, cardiologist, and radiologist in the Bay Area.
| saw the hard work and sacrifice | had expected to
see, but | also saw how much patience, compassion,
and understanding—traits | had associated with the
ministry—defined the healer’s role. But it was only
when I met Dr. Susan Cornelius, the Klongtuey Center’s
director, that | realized that choosing between the
ministry and medicine was no choice at all—I could
integrate both my Christianity and my desire to do
more by becoming a doctor. A graduate of Scotland’s
most prestigious medical school, Dr. Cornelius had
turned down lucrative jobs in the United Kingdom to
come to rural Thailand and serve the leprosy center.
She is now famous in Thailand as the brilliant doctor
who runs a hospital for patients who can't afford even
basic operations. Dr. Cornelius also began a policy of
allowing one of the nurses to pray for patients before
operations if they request it. (Christian or not, most
patients do.) From Dr. Cornelius | learned that it was
possible to practice a kind of medicine that treats the
patients’emotional as well as physical needs. Under
her | first realized that medicine is calling me and that
| can handle its challenge.
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“In oncology you lose 50 percent of your patients.”
That is the hard truth Dr. Aaron Rom has been making
sure | understand ever since | began shadowing him
in 2007.Which half of those “even” odds would the
smiling elderly man before me experience | wondered,
as Dr.Rom and | entered the Atlanta Health Center
exam room last summer. His body ravaged by arthritis
and more recently lymphoma, Charles removed his
too-large red cap with its “Jesus Saves”logo and
smiled beatifically as his wife and son leaned forward
to hear Dr.Rom announce the CT results: after two
years of treatment, Charles was in remission.The
emotion that suddenly filled that small room was
unlike anything I'd experienced before. Since high
school, | have been following Dr. Rom between exam
rooms, hospital rooms, and intensive care units
watching, usually awestruck, as he mixes honesty,
competence, and concern for patient comfort to help
dozens of families like Charles’s beat the oncologic
odds.Though | have mostly observed, Dr. Rom has
taken the time to teach and explain, even allowing me
to listen to lungs or feel tumors whenever possible. My
time with Dr.Rom has been the source of my certainty
that medicine is the only profession | want to pursue.

Through my high school’s health professions program,
| was able to gain exposure to a different floor of
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Union Veterans Hospital each week.That was how in
late June 2007 | found myself shadowing a pulmonary
technician named Atul Reddy. Responding to an ER
call one day, Atul hurriedly invited me to join him.We
sprinted into Room B-16 just in time to see a doctor
thrust a tube down a frail-looking patient’s throat. The
lifeless woman had already turned pale blue; the
monitor’s constant buzz announced she had lost her
heartbeat. My adrenaline surging, | watched anxiously
as the doctor, Atul, and two nurses tried to revive her.
After what seemed an impossibly long time, the
monitor’s high shrill turned into rhythmic beeps—the
woman was alive! Exhilarated and relieved, | had to
swallow my disbelief at the medical team'’s miraculous
repudiation of death. With everything on the line, they
had never hesitated, lost focus, or displayed
nervousness at the magnitude of their task. | was
awestruck, humbled, and, above all, inspired.

As they made the rounds in Larimer County General’s
geriatrics ward, the way the doctors | shadowed
presented themselves to patients varied widely. One
elderly woman suffering from dementia threw baleful
stares and some choice obscenities at anyone who
entered her room. Each physician seemed to have a
different approach to gaining her trust, but some were
more effective than others.Then Dr. Cydney Platt
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strode into the room wearing a glowing smile and
radiating easy competence. Addressing the woman as
if the two had known each other for years, Dr. Platt
effectively disarmed the old woman with some salty
humor and then listened to every comment she made
with an expression of intent interest and concern.
Clearly overwhelmed by Dr.Platt’s charisma, the
woman’s combativeness melted away, and she became
the model patient, docilely answering every question
and acceding to every instruction. Dr. Platt was just as
effective with other patients. On morbid patients who
acted as if their slightest symptom was a harbinger of
death, Dr. Platt would focus a blinding congeniality and
air of supreme confidence that left each patient firmly
optimistic about his or her condition.

| watched fascinated as the doctors we were assigned
to examined patients’ lymph nodes and administered
bone marrow tests to determine which stage their
cancers had reached. Although most had already
progressed to later stages, the doctors did what they
could, assigning the patients who could benefit from it
to chemotherapy or radiation treatment. Most of the
time, however, the doctors | saw were only able to
answer their patients’ pleading looks with kind words
and a sigh of frustration that they had waited so long
to seek treatment. Despite the obvious differences
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between the United States and China, when | think
about my month in Karamay, | am struck by the basic
similarity of Chinese and American doctors.The
sacrifices in time they have to make to become
practicing physicians, their commitment to their
professions and to giving care, their ability to resist
feeling discouraged, and the power of hope they instill
in their patients—these cut through all the differences.

My career interest in medicine grew out of visits to my
family physician, Dr.Thomas Maag. He was always
happy to answer my questions about medicine, and
with his encouragement | began volunteering at a
Boulder-area hospital during my senior year. Knowing
| needed to get a better idea of what a physician’s
career is really like, this past December | asked Dr. Maag
if | could shadow him at work. He agreed, and for two
weeks | accompanied him on 16-hour days as he
treated patients and dealt with the challenges of a
family doctor’s life. Dr. Maag took time to give me the
scoop on medical school, HMOs, and the financial side
of the physician’s career. More importantly, in
everything he did, Dr. Maag showed me the deep
satisfaction he gains from his work. He also helped me
come to terms with the real side of medicine—human
suffering. With his help | have discovered firsthand
that death is a difficult but natural part of a physician’s

-
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world. Yet when Dr. Maag introduced me to a patient
whose entire lower jaw had been destroyed by cancer,
| found that, though | could handle the patient’s
shocking appearance, it was deeply disturbing for me
to put myself in the patient’s emotional place. Sensing
my struggle, Dr. Maag helped me see that the personal
philosophy | developed for dealing with my sister’s car
accident was exactly the attitude that would help me
deal empathetically with patients’ suffering:“There

are some situations you can't do anything about,”

he told me,“but you can always control how you react
to them.”

| was floored. During a health-care convention late last
year, a Boston physician admitted to me that my
psychology professor at the University of Houston,
Anthony Medin, just might have helped more people
day to day then most of the doctors in Houston. Doing
clinical work with patients in Houston hospitals in
addition to his teaching, Dr. Medin helped them cope
with the psychological effects of their illnesses.
Watching him, | learned that when patients master
their minds, they can help heal their bodies. He showed
me how an understanding of patient depression and
the mental stages of illness can help physicians
provide treatment that is specific for each patient.To
truly understand and treat patients fully, we must also

-
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be able to understand not only their physical illness
but also their mental perception of themselves. This is
the lesson | will always remember Dr. Medin for.

“Clear the hall!” the nurse shouted as he rushed Xavier,
lying pulseless on a stretcher, down the hall to the OR.
On only my first day shadowing Dr. Sid Muroda,

| watched as a dramatic effort to save a patient’s life
unfolded. As nurses and clinical technicians prepared
the room for Xavier ‘s emergency thoracic surgery,

| heard someone shout,“He’s been down for nearly
three minutes.” | looked over at Dr. Muroda, but he just
waited calmly for Xavier to be brought to the table.
As soon as Xavier was hooked up to the heart/lung
machine, Dr. Muroda focused on his heart. As | stood
transfixed nearby Dr. Muroda worked meticulously for
the next seven hours, grafting coronary bypasses and
replacing Xavier’s malfunctioning left semilunar valve,
which was riddled with calcium deposits. After he
grafted the last vein, the moment of truth arrived.
Would Xavier’s heart beat on its own? For an
interminable moment we all held our breaths for the
answer.“Thu-thump.” Miraculously, after seven hours,
Xavier’s heart began to beat independently again.
When the surgery was over, the seriousness of
Xavier’s procedure was driven home to me when

| accompanied Dr. Muroda to update Xavier’s family.
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| could see the initial fear on their faces relax into relief
as Dr. Muroda explained that Xavier had survived the
surgery. But, he added, speaking gently but firmly,
since Xavier was still in the coma that typically follows
long surgeries, there was no way to know whether he
had suffered brain damage. As his wife’s eyes filled
with tears, | learned my second lesson of that first day:
being a physician not only requires the precise
application of a vast amount of medical knowledge,
but also the ability to compassionately handle the
most painful interpersonal situations. Two days after
Xavier’s surgery he awoke from his coma with no
apparent brain damage. When Dr. Muroda and |
arrived in Xavier’s room, he was sitting up wearing the
kind of smile only a man who has cheated death can
display. He shook Dr. Muroda’s hand and simply said,
“Thank you” while Xavier’s family treated Dr. Muroda
with a mixture of reverence and gratitude. | had spent
only one day with Dr. Muroda, and | was already
imagining myself as a physician.

I gained more clinical insights by shadowing Dr. Ralph
Tehrani, a cardiologist, for three weeks in Nairobi,
Kenya, in the winter of 2007. By observing him, | saw
how doctors and patients interact, and | also
witnessed the paradoxes of Kenya'’s health-care
system. Dr.Tehrani’s patients at Kenyatta National
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Hospital were the country’s more affluent, but he also
volunteered at a primary care clinic in Kibera,
providing services to Nairobi’s destitute. Although he
was a specialist by training, he was able to generalize
his knowledge because it enabled him to serve a
larger segment of people in Kenya's health-care
system. My experience shadowing Dr.Tehrani
crystallized my motivation to become a doctor. As a
physician, | also intend to find ways to provide my
services to all segments of society, including those
who need it most but can afford it least.

What truly fascinated me about Dr. Goldberg were the
memories of Dr.Hashemian that he revived in me
through the compassion and caring he showed his
tobacco-addicted patients. Through words of
reassurance and patient answers to every kind of
question, he tried to make them aware of the harm
they were inflicting on themselves, yet without ever
sounding judgmental. In other words, Dr. Goldberg
was not only trying to heal his patients’ physical
ailments but, like Dr. Hashemian, trying to educate
them with kindness. | began to envision myself as a
physician like Dr. Goldberg—a doctor not only of the
physical heart but the emotional one as well.
Whatever misgivings | had about medicine after my
father’s death were dispelled during my internship at

-
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the cardiology department of Austrian Saint George
Hospital in Istanbul, Turkey, earlier this year.

As | followed Dr. Souroujon on his daily rounds,

Mr. Demiray’s bony body, covered with wires and tubes,
always caught my eye. Mr. Demiray suffered from
myocardial infarction and a failing respiratory system.
He couldn't talk, but from the sound he made when he
struggled to breathe and the look of defeat and
hopelessness in his eyes, | could almost feel his pain.
Several times, ready to give up, he resisted treatment,
but Dr. Souroujon would speak to him patiently and
encourage him to defeat the pain and trust in him.

Dr. Souroujon never gave up.When Mr. Demiray left the
intensive care unit two weeks later with his voice
restored, he didn’t say anything but, “sag olun, doktoral
[thank you, doctor].” Through his care and enthusiasm,
Dr. Souroujon rejuvenated his patients, but he also
revitalized my passion for the medical profession. He
showed me that | can aspire to be a doctor who not
only has a brain but a heart as well.

My interest in medicine has been profoundly affected
by Dr. Patricia Capen. Before | met Dr.Capen, | was
pursuing a medical career largely because | wanted to
apply science in a“meaningful” way—though | wasn't
quite sure | knew what that way was. Although |
gleaned some insights into the profession from my
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father, it wasn't until | spent this past summer making
rounds at the University of Minnesota Neurosurgery
Clinic that | understood the real reason why Dr. Capen
and my father had made such a commitment to
medicine: they genuinely love what they do. | realized
that | was no longer pursuing a career but a passion.
And one reason why a physician’s work doesn’t seem
like work is the gratitude patients show compassionate
and competent doctors. | was inspired watching

Dr. Capen, the brilliant and busy chairperson of the
department, take the time to speak and listen to each
patient as if there weren’t another concern or person in
the world. By showing patients this same attention and
compassion, | can look forward to a medical career
that's as enjoyable as it is fulfilling.

“Take that to the lab, and let me know what kind of
tree it came from!” Dr.Young joked as he handed me a
leaf that he had just pulled from the helmet of the
motorcyclist lying on the gurney before us.In an
instant, the trauma surgeon’s jest relaxed everyone in
the room, including the patient. | then knew with
clarity what being a good doctor is all about.

My grandfather, Jarvis Kennedy, was a general
practitioner who intuitively understood the connection
between the psychological and physical realities of his
patients’ health. He practiced medicine in Deerfield,
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lllinois, for over 50 years and got to know each of his
patients, watching many of them grow up and bring in
their own children for treatment. Last year, | listened
with fascination as a neighbor of my grandparents told
me of the time my grandfather treated a child with
acute appendicitis. To save the child’s life, Dr. Kennedy
had to operate in his own house with minimal
equipment.To help the child understand the necessity
of this painful surgery, my grandfather talked to him at
length until he was emotionally prepared for the
surgery. |t was Dr.Kennedy’s ability to understand the
child’s anxieties and perceptions, and not only his
physical and mental abilities as a doctor, that saved
that young boy’s life. For the past three Decembers

| have also shadowed Dr. Elizabeth Scanlon in her
orthopedic surgery practice in Seattle, watching her do
everything from casting broken ankles to operating on
fractured hips. Her efficiency and medical knowledge
and the positive regard her patients have for her
deeply impressed me. But | truly understood her
devotion when she spent the good part of a Sunday
afternoon exhaustively explaining and showing me
how to cast up a broken leg.This summer | will be
spending time with physicians in Cleveland and
Detroit to learn even more.
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Chapter 4 Perfect Phrases for

Clinical Experiences

“Briefly describe your most important exposure to
clinical medicine.”
(University of Maryland)

“Please describe any experiences in a clinical setting
(such as a hospital, physicians office, nursing home,
hospice, etc.).”

(University of New Mexico)

hile shadowing a physician is almost by definition a
W passive activity, clinical experiences show medical
schools that you've also rolled up your sleeves and
personally interacted with real patients in health-care environ-
ments—even if it was only to empty bedpans. Gaining clinical
experience of some kind is even more critical than shadowing.

You simply must do it. Fortunately, clinical experience can take
many different forms, as the following perfect phrases suggest.
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When | was assigned to Barnes-Jewish Hospital’s
geriatrics ward a few months later, the head nurse told
me to take the temperature and respiration rates of
patients in Room 13.Introducing myself to my second
patient, Eric, | told him what | was going to do. He
nodded apathetically, but when | asked him how he
felt, he began weeping. Baffled, | informed the nurse,
and he said only,”He’s been doing that lately.”
Disappointed at this response, | went back to comfort
Eric and gradually learned the reason for his sadness.
“I want to go home.” Eric was simply lonely and
homesick! | visited with him every day of his stay, and
when he was discharged six days later, he turned to
me and said,“Thank you very much and God bless
you.”| felt an indescribable surge of fulfillment and
satisfaction. | learned that the best medication is often
“simple” human warmth. Eric helped me see that | can
really connect with people and help them feel better.
That’s when | knew that medicine was right for me
after all.

To interact more directly with patients, | began
spending my breaks and weekends at the Pullman
Township nursing home. As difficult and dirty as
meeting residents’ most basic needs can be, in doing
so, | recognized the importance of such apparently
trivial actions as brushing a woman'’s hair or making
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bedside conversation with a resident while cutting his
Salisbury steak. | always laugh as | scoop up pureed
pork or apricots for Mrs. Seaver because she closes her
eyes and insists that | wait for her to guess which food
[ just put in her mouth. Even to residents who are
unresponsive, | have learned to continue carrying on a
cheerful if one-sided conversation. As | feed, dress, and
clean the residents, | see the fading pictures on their
walls of the people they were when they had spouses
or young children.They are my reminders of each
resident’s humanity, and showing my personal touch
and cheerfulness is my way of giving them the honor
and care they deserve after 70 years of working,
raising families, and giving to other people.

| wanted a worst-case scenario to see if | was really up
to the challenge of medicine. Dr. José Galvdo told me
of the Manaus Leprosy Hospital, and after much
thought, | arranged to go there for six weeks last
winter. Living out of a 7- by 7-foot room with no TV,
phone, or Internet, | performed routine duties at the
convalescent home such as cleaning, serving food, or
just escorting blind patients during their walks. | had
to tell the doctors that | could do more and hoped to
learn more.To my surprise, they invited me into the
surgical ward! | suddenly found myself prepping
patients for surgery, which included washing the
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operating field with Betadine, helping the
anesthesiologist, and applying tourniquets. During
operations, which ranged from total hip and knee
arthroplasties to amputations and spinal procedures,
| helped the operating team by cutting suture threads
or performing suction and retraction. Soon, | was also
hammering orthopedic nails, inserting Orthopix
screws, cutting with the saw, drilling holes, preparing
bone fragments for bone grafts, and suturing and
stapling—whatever the surgeon wanted. The work
was not for the faint of heart.The instruments looked
like relics from the Spanish Inquisition, and flying
bone fragments, squirting blood, and the stench of
cauterized skin were daily realities. | was accidentally
stabbed with needles, cut with a saw, and punctured
with a chisel. Strangely, not only was | not intimidated
by this crash course in medical reality; | actually
thrived on it!

“I named them Justin, JC, Lance—after ‘N Sync.”
Antonne was talking about his T cells. Exhausted from
his antiretroviral drug regimen, Antonne refused to
discuss his future beyond one week. Every Friday for
six months, | booked him in a residential hotel and
transferred his grant money to his pharmacy, until one
Friday, when he asked that | make his funeral
arrangements. Antonne, like all 700 of Baltimore AIDS

-
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Center’s clients, had full-blown AIDS and was so
disabled he could no longer work. Our not-for-profit
ensured that grant funds supported clients during
their unemployment. But once my clients’illnesses
had progressed beyond early stages, how could |
genuinely help them?

My role as a volunteer at Boca Raton Nursing Home
was simple: | was to go around and ask the residents if
they needed anything.To my frustration and
disappointment, however, | discovered that after
taking the time to get to know the home’s Alzheimer’s
patients, when | came back 10 minutes later, | would
have to begin the process of building trust and
friendships all over again. Mrs. Erlbrunn was one of my
favorites, a talkative woman who had shared with me
her experiences living in a small Texas town where she
was known as having “the bluest eyes anyone had
ever seen.” As much as | enjoyed her personality,
listening to her forgetfully repeat her stories every
time we met was a painful reminder of what
Alzheimer’s had done to this once vibrant woman.So |
devised a strategy to inject a little excitement into her
life. The next time | “introduced” myself to Mrs. Erlbrunn,
| told her | had the mysterious ability to read palms.

I held her wrinkled hand and started telling her about
her small town, her high school days, and how,
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according to the secret knowledge | could divine from
her palm, she was known for having the “bluest eyes
anyone had ever seen.” Mrs. Erlbrunn’s delighted
surprise—"How ever did you know that?"—was
infectious, and in an instant three of her neighbors
clamored,“Read mine too, read mine too!”

As a volunteer medical aide for a team of U.S.
physicians organized by WorldCare Resources, | found
myself surrounded by Ecuador’s lush jungle, wild
animals, and poverty unlike any I'd encountered
before.The village’s name, Las Casas, seemed cruelly
ironic; its destitute inhabitants didn't live in houses but
in frail shacks with cardboard mats for beds and barely
enough food or utensils to cook a meal. | was shocked
by the village’s lack of schools, sanitation, and clean
water and by the famished faces of the children who
seemed to exist solely on Pepsis. But the most
powerful image of my stay in Las Casas was the long
line of villagers queuing up for medical attention at
our makeshift clinic and the way my 26 WorldCare
teammates and | responded to them. | had been
warned that Ecuadorian medical care was minimal and
that | would be working in a third-world environment,
but nothing prepared me for the sight of a woman
with an ovarian cyst so big she appeared pregnant, a
man with a hernia so painful he ignored an enormous

-
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fungal infection around his ankle that threatened to
leave him an amputee, or a young woman who could
never lay on her back because a basketball-sized
growth protruded from her spine.In my seven days in
Las Casas | saw mental retardation, malaria, worms,
tuberculosis, bony tumors, polio, and other physical
disfigurements many Americans will see only in
textbooks. Working 10-hour days, | filled medications at
the pharmacy; screened long lines of villagers who had
walked from miles away; explained patients’ status to a
surgeon, ophthalmologist, dentist, ob-gyn, and general
practitioner; and struggled with my broken Spanish
and pocket dictionary to explain prescriptions to
patients and inquire about their complaints. My most
unexpected task was to assist in the operating room.

| scrubbed up and aided surgeons in a hernia repair,

a vasectomy, and a gall bladder removal. But my
toughest duty was to ask some patiently waiting
villagers—some with four or five children all needing
medical care—to come back the next morning.

During my stay in Romania | saw plenty of children
with Burkitt’s lymphoma and leukemia who were in
desperate need of blood and food.To give the
bedridden children a place to exercise and play, | built
a playground area for them, which they received with
warm gratitude. Only later did | learn that many of the

-
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children had been rendered paraplegic by the
advanced stages of their illnesses. | saw many of these
patients die, but the death of Mirela affected me the
most. She was 14 years old and had leukemia. Despite
her mother’s heroic efforts to prolong her life, the
doctors told us that she was not going to last much
longer.We promised her a birthday party, with
everything she ever dreamed about—a Barbie doll, a
chocolate cake, a new dress.The party took place on a
Saturday, and on Sunday they told us Mirela had died.
Later her mother told me that Mirela had willed
herself to hang on just long enough to enjoy the
special moment of her birthday party before
succumbing to her condition.

The summer before my junior year, | was offered

an internship at the Center for Gynecology and
Obstetrics in Varzob, Tajikistan. It was a“homecoming”
| will never forget.| saw diseases and conditions that
one very rarely encounters in the United States.The
doctors had to deal with extremely limited medical
supplies and medications, and gloves were resterilized
to the point of disintegration. But for all the pride | felt
in helping others in this impossible environment, it
was not until | assisted in a delivery that | realized how
right medicine is for me. | cannot describe the
exhilaration and happiness | felt when | held that

46




Perfect Phrases for Clinical Experiences

newborn baby girl in my arms, or how proud | was to
sign my name on her birth certificate. During my three
months in Varzob, | had the chance to assist in over
twenty births, deliver five babies on my own, and
assist in a number of other medical procedures.

“You will be a good doctor.” Sometimes, if you hear
something often enough, you start to believe it.

As an emergency room volunteer at two Des Moines
hospitals, | have camped with doctors and nurses in
the trenches of medical care: restraining patients,
calming people crazed with fear and uncertainty, and
coping with extreme illness and death.Through it all,
| learned that the healing power of the ER did not
solely lie within the hospital’s expensive tools and
medications. Patients got the most comfort when they
met someone who cared about them as a person and
not as another medical case. This neglected aspect of
medicine became evident as | transported patients to
ICU, translated their Spanish to the English-speaking
staff, and helped perform tests. One night an RN let
me perform a pulse-ox test on a middle-aged patient
named Marcus. | explained to Marcus that his results
were normal and that he was going to be fine.We
began to talk about personal interests, and gradually
Marcus started to relax. As he was being transferred,
he whispered to me,“You'll be a good doctor;
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you'll be a good doctor.”| was confused. | had simply
performed a routine test on him; how could he say
that | was going to be a good doctor? Later | realized
that this man wanted to feel like someone was paying
attention to him and not only to his illness. Being able
to do that seemingly simple thing for him had earned
me his trust.

I was a U.S. Army Special Forces captain on temporary
duty in the mountains of Afghanistan during the last
months of 2005.To help win the hearts and minds of
the people who were “hosting” our stay, we planned to
run a small aid station to give medical attention to
anyone who wanted our help. As | walked down the
dirt airstrip and entered the rear of our small
compound, | had no idea what awaited me. At the aid
station the turnout was overwhelming; the line of
people—children, mothers, fathers, and elderly
people—stretched for hundreds of meters. There were
more people in line than lived in the small town!
Obviously, word of this event had made it to other
small towns in the area. No problem—all were
welcome. An army doctor, a physician assistant,and a
Special Forces medic provided the treatment, and with
my limited medical training | helped out by taking
brief histories, checking vital signs, and doing some
translating. Most of the people were suffering from
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conditions like parasitic infections, malnutrition,
upper-respiratory tract infections, and musculoskeletal
pain—many conditions not seen frequently in the
United States because of our preventive-medicine
practices, diet, and personal hygiene.| learned more
about medicine in two days than | had in any of my
health science courses at West Point.

A few weeks later | found myself pushing open the
rough-hewn door of a rural clinic in Gode, Ethiopia,
300 miles and several centuries from the nearest city.
The work was life-altering. A queue of patients,
suffering from malnutrition and other effects of
poverty none of our four physicians could hope to
cure, stretched for a block outside our makeshift clinic.
For 10 hours a day, | helped a surgeon with
ultrasounds, comforted female patients during
checkups, and made evening house calls with doctors.
| felt a woman'’s belly that was so full of tumors | knew
she had little time left, though she at first did not. She
left our clinic possessing the knowledge to make her
own decisions about her final days.Though Id left
behind my car, my home, and all the familiar trappings
of success, | never felt more complete. | left Ethiopia
not knowing the words in Amarigna to express how
tired | felt, but | was more certain than ever that
medicine was my calling | was made for.
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Every evening that | volunteer at Philadelphia’s
Advanced Practice Nurses Clinic (APNC) | walk into a
waiting room filled with women and children
exhausted and sometimes embittered by the hurdles
their poverty has forced them to jump. Roshanda
Washington is typical. Young, single, homeless, and
slightly overweight, Roshanda is trying to find a job
while raising her four children who are now playing
in the shelter’s after-school program. She has a
history of hyperthyroidism and recently developed a
goiter because the doctor visits and medicine are
too expensive. She also suffers from depression.
Listening empathetically, | introduce her to our
mental health counselor and give her a referral to
Thomas Jefferson University Hospital. As we talk
about her life, | think about the surgery she will face
if the medicine they give her doesn't work. At APNC |
see the realities of a doctor’s life, from scratches,
coughs, and runny noses to congestive heart failure,
HIV, and sexually transmitted disease. | perform
simple medical procedures such as hemoglobin
tests, blood sugar tests, and urine analyses, but | also
provide preventive education about sex and drugs to
teenagers. | sit with young girls as they wait,
trembling with anxiety about the results of their
pregnancy tests. | give emotional support to patients

-
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forced to live with worsening conditions because
they lack insurance.

On my third day volunteering in the ER at the
University of California San Francisco Medical Center,
| watched as a multiple-gunshot victim was wheeled
in and intubated. After one of the paramedics
performed chest compressions, without a second
thought | immediately took over the compressions
while the paramedic gave his report. The physicians
responded with rapid-fire instructions, and nurses
quickly began administering medication. But the
patient’s chest cavity was filling with blood, and when
a chest tube was inserted, blood gushed out of it onto
the table, the floor, and those of us who were nearby.
A bullet had shredded his aorta, and there was
nothing more we could do. As the nurses began
cleaning up, | noticed a piece of plastic on the floor.

It was the victim’s driver’s license. That day he had just
turned 21. As | stood there, the victim’s license in my
hands, my arms shaking with exhaustion, | learned
my first powerful lesson about medicine: it will not
always prevail.

During my month volunteering at the University of
Pittsburgh Medical Center’s Children’s Hospital, | saw
the pivotal role that pediatric physicians play both in
educating, advising, and promoting healthy living
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during children’s developmental years and in teaching
their parents the habits that promote lifelong health.

| still remember one young mother who tried valiantly
to soothe her baby who was writhing and kicking in
obvious discomfort in her arms. After the infant was
examined and tested by our pediatrics team, | assured
his skeptical mother that the disfiguring scaling
plaques on her son’s body would disappear once his
zinc stores were replenished. After a day’s
supplementation, | was gratified to see the boy smile
for the first time since his admission. Just as gratifying
was the pleased look his mother gave me as she
realized that my assurances of the day before had
been confirmed. Of course, not all of our patients were
fortunate enough to have such short stays or such
happy results. But this early clinical experience
showed me how good it can feel not merely to
provide medical solutions but to see the raw gratitude
of patients’ families when you share the good news.

After graduating from high school in Russia, | enrolled
in the seven-year MD program at Moscow State
University. In my two years there, | not only learned a
great deal about the medical sciences, but | also
gained many valuable insights into the life of a
medical student. Through the program—which
offered an experimental problem-based learning
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curriculum—I learned basic science principles by
solving clinical problems in the university hospital. In
April 2006, | decided to broaden my education by
volunteering for a patient support group as a
commissioned Stephen minister—a layperson who
assists pastors by helping care receivers through
hospitalization, terminal illness, and other crises. The
course | needed to earn my commission instructed
me in how to care for the spiritual as well as physical
needs of the care receivers and how ethnic
background, religion, personality, and family affect
patient recovery. While doing my rounds one day,

| had the deeply moving experience of holding a
“blue baby” suffering from tetralogy of Fallot. Hours of
research helped me to gain an understanding of her
heart condition, and after her surgery | was infinitely
relieved to find that her heart defects had been
repaired and that the cyanosis had disappeared. Her
parents were both in the room and beamed huge,
life-affirming smiles at me as if | had performed the
surgery myself!
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Chapter 5 Perfect Phrases for

Research Experiences

“Describe your research experiences and indicate any
interest in continuing with research in medical school.”
(University of Alabama)

ince doctors need a basic knowledge of lab and research

techniques, it's a good idea to describe your research

experiences in applications to medical schools, especially
those that are research-based institutions—and most
of the top-ranked programs are. (If you are applying to an
MD/Ph.D. program, you'll have to discuss research experiences
because starting with the 2009 application year, the AAMC
requires a separate 10,000-character essay on “significant
research experiences” for dual-degree applicants.) Though med-
ical schools favor hard science-related research, other research
experience, such as public health or social science-related
research, can also help. As the following perfect phrases show,
you need to be able to discuss the focus or thrust of your
research, your methods or approach, and the broader ramifica-
tions of your work.
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Working as a medical technologist after graduation,

| had the opportunity to participate in a bone-marrow
transplant program at Massachusetts General Hospital
in Boston. As a treatment option for cancer patients,
bone-marrow transplantation enables patients to
regenerate functional blood progenitor cells by
engrafting healthy bone marrow cells. However,
complete engraftment often fails because of graft-
versus-host disease (GVHD). A relatively new
technique, elutriation, prevents GVHD by reducing
T-cells in the bone marrow graft through counterflow
centrifugation, thus improving the success rate of
bone-marrow transplants. After attending the
elutriation training workshop at Johns Hopkins
University Medical Center, where this technique
originated, | was chosen in June 2005 to help
implement this procedure at Mass General. Led by
the oncologist of the transplant team, my team
investigated various applications of the elutriation
method, experimented with different approachest

o setting up the operation system, and improved

the original methodology by making successful
modifications. We have since started clinical phase

| trials to use this procedure to treat systemic

lupus and multiple sclerosis, and most of our cases
have been successful. Whether | was purchasing
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needed equipment with our limited budget or
designing a closed system to avoid contamination,

| was able to tackle each problem by constantly
staying open to multiple angles of approach. My
participation in Mass General’s elutriation clinical
phase | trials gave me the intense pride of knowing

| was contributing to a better method for processing
bone marrow.

As the summer began, | was finishing my honors
thesis on nutrition research for Professor Brenda Yu.
Far from lab work alone, the project involved not only
researching methods and nutrition policies but
working directly with communities to examine their
food systems and the challenges they face in
commercializing food, using pesticides, coping with
hunger, providing nutrition education, and supporting
farmers’ markets, among other issues. My role has
been to examine the different stakeholders in
community nutrition to see if people with a variety of
backgrounds can reach consensus on a plan of action.
| also evaluated the so-called Q-methodology—a type
of survey technique that is thought to provide the
same information as an extensive interview—to see if
it actually correlates with qualitative research.
Although work remains to be done, the project has
taught me a great deal about the problems of food
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supply and hunger in rural and farming areas. Long-
term solutions will require fundamental changes like
boosting local economies, but so far the project has
already convinced me that we can make a difference
in improving communities’ nutrition.

To deepen my scientific knowledge and apply some of
the theories | was learning in class, | sought a “behind-
the-scenes” glimpse at the ways research applies
scientific methods to conquer disease. As a member of
a research team in the microbiology and molecular
genetics department at Carnegie Mellon, | have
expressed the cloned forms of diphtheria toxin’s A
subunit in E. coli,and | am conducting experiments to
assess their intrinsic nuclease activity. In the past two
years, | have developed protocols for new research
projects, evaluated team members’ skills and progress,
and presented my experimental results to my team
members. | have learned that patience, perseverance,
and an inquisitive mind are essential to scientific
discovery.The more time and hard work | invest in
research, the closer | come to understanding the
mechanism by which the A subunit of the toxin binds
and cleaves cellular DNA. Each successful project adds
a small piece to the puzzle that will ultimately enable
medicine to construct highly toxic “magic bullets” to
target cancerous cells. | plan to continue this research

-
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as a lab technician in 2009 and compile my results in
published form.

Three summers ago | helped my UCLA thesis advisor,
Dr. Mort Erdmann, conduct research into the
development of ovarian cancer, which enabled me to
first see the differences between research practices in
Taiwan and the United States. As a biomedical
research scholar at Taipei Microbial Genetics
Laboratory during the summer of 2007, | studied the
Heme biosynthetic pathway and the vertical
transmission of human herpes virus 8, which is
strongly associated with Kaposi’s sarcoma.Then last
summer, | spent three months in Borneo directly
applying my basic research in a clinically relevant
context. For about seven weeks, my days were divided
between the lab and the maternity ward of the local
hospital. Every day 30 deliveries had to be performed
by only 3 doctors and 10 midwives, who coped
without running water, trained support staff, adequate
facilities, or medication. As | tended to the mothers
and their newborns, | saw the suffering caused by
years of guerilla war and poverty give way to
happiness and gratitude.

Volunteering at Cleveland Clinic’'s Cancer Center
satisfied my scientific curiosity to investigate medicine
at its most basic level. Applying the concepts | learned

-
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as a neurobiology major, | researched the role of
telomerase in transforming normal glial cells into
malignant gliomas, a brain tumor that even after
surgical intervention offers its victims a life
expectancy of only nine to twelve months.Is there a
correlation between the malignancy of a glioma and
telomerase activity? That was my research’s driving
question. After what seemed like an eternity of
pipetting, | eventually found that over 95 percent of
malignant gliomas | tested exhibited telomerase
activity—a promising sign given that we may one day
be able to target this enzyme for treatment. With the
help of my advisor, Dr. Jacob Beauvoir, | then wrote an
honor’s thesis that enabled me to truly grasp the
theoretical import of my research.

At Duke University | got my first taste of biomedical
research and wrote a thesis on the exciting area of
tissue regeneration. In particular, my work attempted
to isolate the genes responsible for regenerating
auditory hair cells in the chick and to further
understand why humans lack this regenerative ability.
While | was finishing my master’s degree, | was offered
a position under Dr. Margaret Floosman in Wake Forest
University's orthopedics department to research the
wound-healing capacity of the human anterior
cruciate ligament (ACL). By using the in situ
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hybridization technique, my colleagues and |
determined that, contrary to the prevailing view, the
ACL does not atrophy after being damaged but can
potentially be repaired. This research work resulted in
my first publication, in Annals of Orthopedic Research—
and my commitment to a career in clinical medicine.

In 2008, | interned for the Little Rock Immunization
Project, a Centers for Disease Control-funded study to
determine why immunization rates in central Arkansas
are disproportionately low. By interviewing anxious
mothers in Little Rock emergency departments and
overcoming daily cultural barriers to effective
dialogue, | clarified for myself the role that
socioeconomic factors play even in such seemingly
simple procedures as pediatric immunizations.
Skeptically, | learned how to transform extended,
passionate discussions into mere boxes on our Excel
spreadsheets. Together with the other observations
gleaned in our five-year study, my data will be
incorporated into recommendations that may help
shape child health policy. But one question remains
unanswered: how will our policy recommendations,
which may not get implemented for another decade,
ensure that the children whose mothers | interviewed
are protected against polio and other infectious
illnesses?
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As a research technician at the Zemlinsky
Comprehensive Cancer Center at Case Western
Reserve University, my primary role was to coordinate
a clinical study to monitor salivary hormone levels in
women trying to conceive. Suddenly, | was at the
cutting edge of biomedical research and technology,
and for the first time | had an opportunity to “teach”
science by helping the study participants better
understand their bodies. As a bonus, this past May the
data from my study were published in Women’s Health
Science, and another paper | contributed will be
published early next year.Today, | am doing an
internship as a clinical research associate at Abbott
Laboratories, where | have had to quickly learn the
complexities of developing and executing
pharmaceutical clinical trials. The issues surrounding
the design of a cancer chemoprevention trial have
become the subject of my master’s thesis, which has
required me to integrate the disciplines of basic
science research, statistics, epidemiology, and
pharmacoeconomics.

In my sophomore year in college | was accepted into
an undergraduate research program at the University
of Maryland, College Park, which enabled me to work
on an unusual research project with my genetics
instructor, Dr. Bela Kodaly. The first assignment
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Dr.Kodaly gave me was to sequence my own DNA!
After only two days’ work | was actually able to gaze
down at the very sequence that defines me as a
human being.That was only a taste of what was to
come, however. Over the next nine weeks | worked on
the genetic analysis of Canada geese, tanner crabs,
and finally Inuits. In the Inuit project | analyzed
mitochondrial DNA from Inuit groups across eastern
Russia and North America. By evaluating and
comparing a hypervariable portion of each group’s
mitochondrial DNA, we sought to establish their
original migration patterns into North America as well
as links between genetically similar Inuit populations.
As a Canadian, | have always appreciated the diversity
of the native cultures that surround me, so | was
particularly excited to have an opportunity to help
further Native Americans’ knowledge of their history
and heritage. The genetic history of entire peoples is
only now beginning to be explored, and | am thrilled
to have been a part of advancing our understanding
in new ways.

It's in keeping with my emphasis on the human
benefits of research that most of my research
breakthroughs have occurred at the intersection of
clinical medicine and the lab—that is, in learning
environments outside the classroom. My research into

-
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sleep and immune-mediating substances began

as a direct result of observing patients. As an
undergraduate summer student at the University of
Miami Center for Sleep and Chronobiology, | was
intrigued by the fact that patients who are sleep-
deprived often complain not only of tiredness and
fatigue but of frequent colds and flus. Is there a link
between the immune system and sleep? These
“extracurricular” observations sparked my research
into the neural actions of substances that are both
immune-enhancing and sleep-inducing. In fact, most if
not all of my career accomplishments have grown out
of just these kinds of informal learning situations. At
international sleep conferences, for example, it was
often the informal conversations that generated the
best results and led to my collaborations with
professors from the Universities of Chicago and
Rochester. As | contemplate a career researching the
intersection of sleep and immunology, | hope to
leverage such informal learning to explore the ethical
and social dimensions of my research. For example,
because the causes of many mental diseases are
unknown, many patients with debilitating problems
are stigmatized by society. In Canada, for example,
chronic fatigue syndrome was recognized as an illness
only within the past decade. Before this, many patients

-
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were denied workers’ compensation because there
was no clear biochemical marker for their disease.

As an MD/Ph.D.| will dedicate myself to uncovering
the underlying pathologies of these mental
health-related diseases.

Since last year | have been conceptualizing a new
therapeutic strategy to treat stuttering using gamma-
aminobutyric acid (GABA) modulators. Based on
published neurochemical and psychiatric research,

| concluded that GABAergic compounds could offer
an effective therapy.| am currently working with the
Stuttering Research Group at the London University
Medical Center to draft, on my suggestion, a proposal
for a clinical study of a specific GABAergic epilepsy
drug in stutterers. My hope is that this potential
therapeutic strategy will help stutterers like my
brother, Minglie, become more fluent and thus better
able to lead more productive and peaceful lives.
After graduating from Yale, | began researching sickle
cell disease with Dr. Ferdinand Balboa and his
colleagues at Washington Heights Children’s Hospital
and Research Center in New York City. | performed
comprehensive chart reviews for every patient,
created a detailed database, and learned how to read
Pulmonary Function Tests and echocardiograms. My
database revealed a disturbing pattern. By analyzing
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every available echo, | noticed that many sickle cell
patients had pulmonary hypertension (PHT), though
the cardiologist was not detecting it in the echoes.
Moreover, some who were at high risk for PHT were
not even being given the echo at all. The combination
of sickle cell and PHT is often a death sentence, giving
patients only two years to live.| shared my discovery
with Dr. Balboa, and as a result plans are now
underway to set up an echocardiogram clinic at the
hospital. Because of the quality and extent of my data
(which included pediatric patients), | was asked to
present my data at the April 2008 Canadian Sickle Cell
Symposium. Moreover, my research has culminated

in my coauthorship of a paper for the Journal of
Pulmonary Science on the statistically significant issues
behind PHT and sickle cell disease.

Once | was at Brigham Young, | decided to pursue a
dual major in biomedical and electrical engineering
because I'm fascinated by the way engineering
principles can be used to understand the human
body. Biomedical instrumentation, research, and
design classes showed me how the body’s functioning
can be measured, converted into signals, and
processed to yield useful diagnostic data.| became
excited by the way this technology is transforming
medicine. Take tissue engineering. As a BYU Fellow,
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I have been helping to generate viable cardiac tissue
patches for implantation over or in place of damaged
cardiac tissue. By optimizing the staining of multiple
membrane proteins and creating a dye transfer
protocol, | will be able to observe intercellular
communication between host cardiac and potential
implantation cell types to determine how closely the
cell types couple. Electrocardiology is still another area
that integrates biological and engineering techniques.
In Professor Dunleavy’s class | built an ECG circuit to
measure the signal and output a voltage and also
wrote a LabVIEW program to process, analyze, and
output the signal.In doing so, | learned about the
ECG's circuitry and signal processing and how the
measured electrical signal’s propagation through the
heart corresponds to specific physical actions. | have
also been able to explore electrocardiology through
the Heart Health Center team at Brigham Young
Medical College. My team (which | will lead next year
as project manager) is working to transform the ECG
into a wireless device that can measure the ECG signal
and send it to a processing base.I'm excited by the
practical impact of improving the circuit design’s
efficiency to reduce the device’s size and verifying the
robustness and accuracy of the wireless signal. Finally,
my summer research at the University of Utah’s
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Stottlemyre Center for Proteomic Cell Signaling has
enabled me to use proteasome extraction and DNA
plasmid science to study myocardial infarctions at the
cellular level.

| was first exposed to laboratory research when | took
a position in Novus Research’s molecular biology
department in 2007. Novus's high-throughput, in vivo
mammalian “knockout” technology enabled us to
identify and validate novel genomic drug targets at an
extraordinary scale and speed. | especially enjoyed the
laboratory design that allowed us to work together in
small, tightly knit groups. | was invited to join the
Exceptional Targets team, which met weekly to discuss
methods to resolve the challenging gene targets that
frequently provide the most interesting phenotype
and biological insights. Meeting with scientists and
group leaders helped me to better understand the
molecular principles and logistics behind creating and
characterizing “knockout” mice. Working today in
Dr.Bryan Enders's lab at the Mayo Clinic, | have gained
the opportunity to be at the forefront of immunology
research. Using proteomic technologies, we are
characterizing the serum of patients with
autoimmune diseases such as rheumatoid arthritis
(RA) and multiple sclerosis. One of our projects is to
utilize these technologies to profile antibodies,
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cytokines, and other biomolecules in order to identify
molecular fingerprints that will enable us to predict
the responsiveness of RA patients to anti-TNF-alpha
therapy. In the coming years, the practice of medicine
will increasingly incorporate pharmacogenomic
biomarkers such as HER2 for selecting breast cancer
patients for treatment with Herceptin and, if our
efforts are successful, pharmacoproteomic biomarkers
to guide anti-TNF-alpha therapy. In the emerging era
of personalized medicine, my background, knowledge,
and experience will uniquely enable me to apply and
interpret such tests as a physician.

Peering through a jar of wooden tongue depressors,
Conner smiled and with a throaty gurgle asked
“What'’s this?” An inquisitive, scrawny seven-year-old,
Conner looked like any other normal kid at first
glance. But to my fellow researchers at the Brown
University Center for Pediatric Research, the small
white circular object protruding from his neck told a
different story. When | first learned of Conner’s iliness,
“Ondines Curse,” it sounded like something out of a
bad Hollywood movie, but | quickly learned that
Ondines is real and is most definitely a curse.
According to Greek mythology, if a mortal fell in love
with an Ondine, a beautiful mermaid-like creature, he
was forever cursed to choose between sleep and
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breathing. Like those mortals, Conner lacked the
ability to breath automatically. When he was awake, he
could will himself to breathe, but when he fell asleep
his breathing stopped. As a result, Conner was
outfitted through an aperture in his neck with a
ventilator that breathed for him while he slept.In
earlier times infants with Ondines Curse would almost
certainly have died shortly after birth. While today’s
patients can survive, they live limited lives. For no
ventilator can pace breathing perfectly, and as a result
many Ondines patients suffer brain damage caused by
inadequate respiration.

70




Chapter 6 Perfect Phrases for

Showing Thoughtfulness
about Medicine

“In your opinion, what contemporary medical issue needs
to be addressed in the U.S. healthcare system and why?”
(State University of New York, Stony Brook)

“What do you see as the most significant issue the
medical profession will face in the next forty years?”
(University of Connecticut)

arning double-digit MCAT scores and high grades in
E premed classes are two excellent ways to show that you

have what it takes to go into medicine. But another is to
show that you've thought seriously and deeply about the prob-
lems that confront the profession you claim to want to join.
Application essays in which you thoughtfully analyze a medical
issue or show you understand medicine’s “bigger picture” can
set you apart from the thousands of other applicants who focus
only on their clinical experiences and burning desire to help
others. Here are some perfect phrases illustrating applicants’

thoughtfulness about medicine.
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The experience in hospital finance | gained at Medical
College of Wisconsin afforded me a behind-the-scenes
look at the business side of medicine. Counseling
patients and families on the costs of their proposed
treatments drove home for me the human impact of
medicine’s high costs. Some patients were denied care,
while others were forced to take on unimaginable
debt. As | worked to improve collection rates, cut costs,
and optimize patient billing, | saw how revenue
pressures are forcing health care’s practitioners to
demand that more patients be scheduled at the same
time that clinic expenses are cut further.

My research on income inequality at the National
Poverty Research Council proved beyond all doubt to
me that increasing medical access for the uninsured
has implications far beyond just preventing illness.

It reduces income inequality and economic
dependency by increasing individuals’ capacity for
work and thus their ability to improve their situation.
In a very real sense, by becoming a physician and
providing medical care to the uninsured, | will be able
to help my patients break the poverty cycle by giving
them the health they need to pursue education and
better careers.

Today, | consult at Phoenix-area medical centers. As
part of a team of consultants for SunCare, | worry that

-
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the federal government’s Medicare Ambulatory
Payment Classification System will adversely affect
our hospitals’ already precarious finances. Instead of
interviewing mothers, | interview charge nurses,
attending physicians, registration clerks, and
department managers to target opportunities for
missed reimbursements. Based on our quantitative
analyses, we issue recommendations to improve
department-specific accuracy, hospitalwide efficiency,
and federal regulatory compliance. But how can
analyzing Medicare reimbursements address the even
greater public health issues that our nation faces?

My ambition to help people by practicing medicine
was reaffirmed when | participated in the Tulane pain
rounds last fall. The weekly rounds at New Orleans
General Hospital were attended by a group of
physicians, surgeons, psychologists, physical
therapists, and researchers who collaborated to
examine the most enigmatic of pain cases. Although
there were rarely simple solutions for these debilitated
patients, | learned that a multidisciplinary approach to
pain management can provide insights that would
otherwise be unavailable to each specialization
individually. My participation in the pain rounds
opened my eyes to the complexities of clinical
decision making. With this firsthand exposure to the
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hospital setting and the expertise of medical
professionals, my decision to pursue a medical career
was sealed.

Last year | was a tutor for Kansas City People
Advocates, whose sponsoring company, a
neighborhood development corporation, offers
subsidized health care to low-income families. | was
stunned to discover that the subsidized health care
this corporation offers goes sorely underutilized. In
conversations with parents | learned that cultural
biases