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INTRODUCTION
Writing your personal statement on a medical school application is a big deal. But you’ve already figured that out; that’s  why you’ve got this book. Why is it a big deal? Because your essay is a  blank slate upon which you intend to differentiate yourself from approximately 35,000 other smart people with the same desire to become a doctor.
It’s true that the number of medical school applications has been  declining recently. So your chance of landing one of the approximately 17,000 coveted positions in a med school class has improved  to about 50 percent, assuming everyone is equal. But everyone isn’t  equal, or med schools would save themselves a lot of trouble and draw  names out of a hat. Though right now you’re probably thinking you’d  be happy getting into any medical school, you’d rather have your pick  of the best.
Once you get past the initial screening (often based solely on grades  and Medical College Admissions Test [MCAT] scores), the personal  statement is your opportunity to be noticed. Its relative importance  does differ by school: More prominent schools tend to place more  emphasis on the essay, if only because they receive more applications.  The essay may not make much difference for an applicant who’s an  Olympic athlete, or one who holds a patent for a lifesaving device, but  it does matter for the rest. The truth is, premedical students all look  alike after you’ve read a few hundred applications.
More so than in law or business school admissions, the admissions  officer is looking for signs that you are a compassionate, dedicated  person who relates well to other people (i.e., patients). If you can’t  make this case for yourself on paper, they generally feel you won’t be  able to do it in person.
Applicants want to say the right thing. Unfortunately, the cliché “I  want to help people” will make the reader’s eyes glaze over and sometimes consign your application to the reject pile. And there’s the other  extreme: You get invited for an interview, but one of the interviewers  is a psychiatrist. So applicants generally err on the overly cautious  side, for fear of crossing the ambiguous boundary between creative/  intriguing and worrisome/weird.
That’s the primary value of this book: We hope it will show you  how wide the boundaries are. We have assembled a variety of essays  that helped their authors gain admission to some of the best medical  schools in the country: Cornell, Harvard, Yale, Stanford, and many  more. The essays are not all literary masterpieces, by any means. In  fact, after you read seven or eight in a row, you’ll gain sympathy for  the admissions officers faced with a stack of 200 applications. But if  you read them all, you should get an excellent sense of how you can  craft your unique experiences into a coherent, interesting personal  statement that reveals more about yourself than your grades and test  scores ever could.
Be honest, be mature, be enthusiastic, and be sincere. Don’t be  afraid to go out on a small limb. Communicate your passion for medicine. Get noticed.

AN INTERVIEW with a DEAN
Medical schools have many methods for reviewing applications,  though we found that most schools use a similar procedure to  reduce the number of applicants to a reasonable pool from which to  draw their incoming classes. This is not an easy task, since most schools  receive thousands of applications for a first-year class of around 200  or fewer.
According to a recent U.S. News & World Report, the average acceptance rate for the twenty top medical schools is about 7 percent, with  quite a few of the schools accepting only 3 percent of their applicants.  With daunting figures like these, we asked med school deans and advisors about the importance of the essays in this competitive process.
Here’s our composite version of an interview with a dean:
What is the difference between  application essays for medical  school  and the essays we wrote to  get into college?
The essays for medical school are more limited in scope. The college  admission essay can often be about anything in the student’s life, and  applicants are encouraged to be creative, to have a “hook” that holds  the reader. The essay for medical school, however, should be pointedly topical to medical issues. Essays that take the biggest risk are  those that use creativity to do something different or unusual. This is  usually not wise. Since it can be a turn-on or a turnoff, it’s not worth  the risk.
How are essays evaluated? By  whom?
At selective medical schools, the process will be something like this:
There is a two-tiered system. First, the application materials are  screened to determine who will be invited for an interview. Vanderbilt   School of Medicine, for example, receives about 3,500 applications  for 104 slots. No medical school can offer an interview to every applicant. This primary screening committee, composed of the dean, the  director of admissions, and one or two faculty members, utilizes the  on-line application AMCAS (American Medical College Application  Service), which contains one essay. For those students who have less  than stellar numbers—i.e., less than a B average—the essay is moot.  But for all candidates whose numbers are competitive for admission,  every bit of the application is read.
The second tier—those invited for the interview—must complete  the secondary application, which can require up to three more essays.  A school may ask for a two-page autobiography, in which the student  might say whatever he wants, and two shorter essays concerning any  research experience the applicant has had and what it has meant to  him, and any special skills that the applicant could bring to the medical school. A committee of three faculty members and perhaps one  student will read these essays carefully, along with the rest of your  credentials, and then, you hope, become your advocates. At this  point, there can be some heated debate if there’s a problem with the  essay.
Do you want a description of a  person, anecdotes of real-life   experiences, or just a listing of accomplishments? 
Descriptions and anecdotes, if they are relevant and well done, can  have a positive effect on the overall quality of the essay. Since the accomplishments have been listed on the vitae sheet, rehashing them  would not be useful, unless you make the right case. A good essay  might very well repeat some accomplishments, but the difference will  be in the treatment. You are writing a good essay if you are providing  further description of exactly what you did, elaborating on what you  got out of the experience, and defining what the experience meant   to you.
Should this essay be about  medicine?
It is important to link your essay subject to medicine. You may write a  fascinating essay about your college baseball career, but it will be useless to your application if you don’t make the connection to medicine.   
There is room for some creativity here. For example, use college  baseball to show the admissions reader how hand-eye dexterity, dedication, and teamwork are vital to becoming a useful member of a surgical team, a contributor in a research lab, or a person with the stamina  for long hours on rotations. Tell us how your experiences will help you  fit at our med school and become a great doctor.
Are there any hackneyed topics  that applicants should avoid?
There is no stereotypical bad essay, but anything other than a  straightforward narrative that responds to the question is risky. I’d say  half of the essays I read concern a relative with a catastrophic disease.  And these usually create the same problems: First, is the story true, or  has the applicant exaggerated? And if it is true, these essays often reduce a major life turning point to maudlin clichés and trite generalizations. There’s nothing inherently bad about the “disease essay,” but  applicants should consider carefully how they present the story.
Should applicants try to entertain  you?
It depends. If you write well, if your narrative is full of details, if you  can make your experience come alive for the reader in a way that’s  fresh and interesting, if it’s relevant to your choice of a career in  medicine—then it will be entertaining.
Here’s what’s not entertaining and therefore not smart: using or  composing poetry inappropriately for an essay topic; talking about  yourself in the third person, for example, “the future Dr. Quackensack”; describing your life through a book of fiction. And while we’re  on the subject of bizarre approaches, do not send CDs or videos.
Is motivation important? Do you  want to see what an applicant  plans to do with the degree?
No. An applicant should write about what’s important to him, not  what he thinks the med school wants to hear. The prospective student  hasn’t done rotations yet; he doesn’t really know what’s involved in  each specialty, and until he does know, he shouldn’t guess.
There are exceptions. For example, if your roommate has AIDS,  and as a result, you have volunteered for AIDS-related service, worked  in AIDS research, and perhaps published an article or written a senior   thesis on the topic, then it has become part of your life and your credentials. Under such circumstances, it would make sense to write  about your specific medical interest.
Do you want a good writer or a  good person?
Yes to both. You are applying to a professional school; everything  about your application should reflect that professionalism. A poorly  or carelessly written essay will sabotage your chance for admission.
As for being a good person, most applicants say something about  their desire to improve the quality of life. But if you present yourself  as a person of compassion, be sure your records indicate the proof. If  you talk the talk, show us that you’ve walked the walk. If your goal is  to open a free clinic to provide health care to indigent patients, be  sure in your vitae that all the volunteer work you’ve done with the  homeless is clearly evident. Don’t emphasize your compassion for humanity if the only volunteer work you’ve done is to dial a telephone  for a fund-raiser.
One advantage to having a student on the admissions committee, as  some selective schools do, is that the students can smell “folder filling” better than the faculty does. Your portfolio of activities should  include the quality and quantity of volunteer service that reflect the  person you seem to be in your essay.
What are you looking for in  the application essay? Do you really  consider applicants with liberal arts  majors the same as applicants   with science majors?
The answers to these two questions are related. They are connected  by passion. The major is irrelevant, but it should be one about which  you are passionate. Choose a major that excites you, then bring that  excitement and that passion to the essay. Your passions should be coupled with what you have done with your life, and the essay is your best  opportunity to convey that to the admissions committee.
The essay is also your opportunity for explanations. There are many  nontraditional applicants to medical school: people who have chosen  other careers before coming to medicine, students who have taken  time off, or maybe traditional students with anomalies in their transcripts. Anything in your records that might raise a question with  your readers should be addressed in the essay. You’ll also have a   chance in the interview, but the essay is still the best place to address a  weakness.
For example, if you had a bad freshman year and the result is that  your cumulative GPA is not where it should be, tell the committee  the reason. An illness? Financial problems? A death in the family? If  you don’t explain, the weakness remains an obstacle to your admission. If you’ve taken time off after graduation, explain what you’ve  been doing and how it brought you to medicine. If you’ve pursued  another career, tell the committee about it.
If you have a perceived weakness in your application, make it your  strength by addressing it head-on. If you don’t, you have limited your  chance of admission.

THE ESSAY QUESTIONS
The essay you will spend the most time sweating over—and  probably the reason you bought this book—is the Big One: the  AMCAS Personal Comments section. This section has no question,  per se, to answer. Instead, you have one page to write basically anything you want about yourself. They do suggest you “consider” the  following areas of inquiry:  
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? 
The third question is really the key. On paper, many premedical  students start to look identical. Most of them make good grades, volunteer in a hospital, and/or work in a research laboratory. To stand  out from the application masses, you need to personalize your application with specific, unique details. What makes you exceptional and  worth inviting for an interview? Why would the reviewer eventually  want you to be his or her colleague?
The application also states that you may “wish to include information such as”:  
Special hardships, challenges, or obstacles that may have influenced  your educational pursuits 
Commentary on significant fluctuations in your academic record  that are not explained elsewhere in your application. 
This is also important. You don’t want to leave lingering questions of the “What the heck happened here?” variety in the reader’s  mind. The admissions committee is looking for ways to reduce the  pile of applications, so explain anything aberrant in your application  clearly—and preferably without sounding like you’re making excuses.  Overcoming adversity can be a good thing when applying to medical  school.
In its application for a recent entering class, AMCAS added a small  secondary essay, entitled Practice Vision: “Describe your life and  medical practice as you envision them ten years from now.” This does  not appear in later applications, but the topic could make for an interesting essay in your Personal Comments.
Secondary Applications
The process isn’t over with the submission of your AMCAS application, because most schools have secondary applications. Some are  sent to all applicants, some only to those who make the first cut. They  range from a simple request for more money (averaging around $75)  to “confirm your interest” in applying to their school, to multiple  pages of extra information and essay questions. The questions typically seek additional clues for the admissions committee as to why you  want to go to their school, whether you fulfill the needs of the  school’s mission statement, and why you want to pursue medicine in  the first place. In addition, they are looking for notable items in your  background that will distinguish you from other applicants and make  the entering class more interesting and diverse.
Unlike the AMCAS personal statement, you don’t have months to  write and revise these essays. So we’re giving you a head start: Here  are some typical questions to ponder while you’re waiting for the secondary applications to arrive. Of course, you could also use these  questions as good starting points for your AMCAS essay.  
What are your reasons for applying to Acme Medical School?  
Please share with us something about yourself that could distinguish you from other applicants that is not addressed elsewhere in  your application. 
Write an autobiographical statement, including family background  and future career goals. 
What do you think you will like best/least about being a physician? 
Outline your skills, interests, aptitude, and personality in relation to  your suitability for a career in medicine. 
What other career possibilities did you consider, and why did you  reject them? 
If you had to choose a medical specialty today, what would you  choose? Why? 
Highlight briefly your personal characteristics and experiences that  are consistent with your area of medical interest. 
Describe your motivation to become a physician, including any disadvantages or obstacles. 
What do you see as the greatest challenge facing the medical profession today? What would be the best way to meet this challenge? 
Describe your exposure to the health care field. What insights have  you gained about life as a physician? 
Describe the setting in which you envision conducting your medical career. 
Describe your major extracurricular activity. What special interests  or talents have you sought to develop? 
How did you decide where to go to college? 
What is your assessment of your college experience? 
Describe any other areas in which you possess expertise or skill. 
What is your greatest academic/nonacademic strength/weakness?  Why? 
If you have applied previously to any medical schools, what have  you done since that time to enhance your application? 
What is the most meaningful volunteer experience you have had? 
Describe a way in which you’ve taken initiative or exhibited   leadership. 
What personal characteristics make you effective in working with  people? 
Who do you feel will be most likely to provide your personal support system while in medical school? Why? 
If you are not from [Big City/Middle-of-Nowhere], describe what  personal experiences prepare you to live and study in [Big City/  Middle-of-Nowhere]?  
Describe any personal circumstances indicative of some hardship.  
Tell us about a challenge you have overcome and what you learned  about yourself from that experience. 
List the educational resources available in your home and community, and explain how you used them. 

USING—and ABUSING—the INTERNET 
The admissions officer is sitting at his desk, piles of papers everywhere indicating the degree to which he is overworked (or perhaps his own relaxed approach to organization). He is reading the  forty-ninth essay of the day, when suddenly he has a wave of déjà-vu.
Now, he’s been reading admissions essays at his private medical  school for five years, and he’s often read essays that remind him of  something else. But this one—hmmmm:
New Albany City, check. Time, 15:30. Great! Reset timer; power normal; oil temperature, within range; compass setting, correct. Alone at   4,000 feet in a small airplane in a strange new territory and I am piloting my way perfectly. I feel like Lindbergh!
Is it possible that he’s read about two student pilots this year? Coincidence? He thinks not. He reads through the essay about this young  man’s euphoric first solo flight and becomes more convinced that he  has seen it before. He shuffles through the applications that he placed  in a stack for a second review.
Bingo! There it is—the same essay in an application he read two  weeks ago. Punctuation, paragraphing, wording, all exactly the same.  He glances through the application. One academic recommendation  mentions the flying lessons; the other one does not. Both applicants  come from large urban areas, but not the same urban area, not even  the same state. Both are bright students and quite tech savvy. Their  undergraduate transcripts and their extracurriculars indicate a big interest in the Internet. In fact, one teacher recommendation names the  computer as the culprit when her student misses deadlines or comes   to class unprepared. She intended to praise his expertise, but now the  admissions officer is reading between the lines.
Taking a welcome break from his reading, he begins to surf the Net  himself and quickly finds several Web sites that offer help for graduate school application essays. He investigates a few of the larger sites  and finds one that will provide an essay of your choice on a variety of  topics—for a fee, naturally. Thirty minutes later, he finds the exact essay the applicants submitted.
Both students are quickly rejected, of course. Furthermore, he “unofficially” alerts his admissions friends at the other schools indicated  on the students’ MCAT reports. It seems unlikely that either student  will attend the medical school of his choice.
While this example is a compilation of several stories, the tale of the  duplicate essay is absolutely true. Any dishonesty in connection with  the application will prevent your admission to med school. If cheating is discovered after you’ve been accepted (and in one incident at  Stanford, after a student had started classes), your acceptance will be  rescinded.
While blatant plagiarism is rare, “canned” essays are becoming  common. Increasingly, admissions officers are seeing the “packaging”  of applicants. What has made this unhappy trend grow is the use, and  abuse, of the Internet.
In one random search, we found almost 1,000 Web sites “guaranteeing” a winning application essay—college, law school, business  school, dental school, you name it. One service offers a “final polish  of the essay.” This same site adds: “Unlike other sites, our editors do  not merely write a critique of your essay; instead, they actually correct  and make changes to your essay while maintaining your unique voice.” This  claim is, by definition, impossible; if your voice is unique, how can  “they” duplicate it? “They” don’t even know you!
Another service is even more blatant. Their Web site states: “We  draft your university, graduate, or professional school essays or college admissions statements from the information you provide to us.”  Another one simply asks for your biography, and they take it from  there. Be aware that while admissions readers are looking for your  own voice, they’re also pretty good at detecting when it’s not there.   They want to see how you express yourself. As one admissions director said, “When that expression becomes a product of someone else’s  work, there’s a word for that: plagiarism.”
The price for a graduate school application essay was around $500  and up, depending on how much assistance you receive and how fast  you want it. The sites generally tout readers from schools such as  Harvard, Yale, and Stanford, although there’s no way to prove they  have any affiliation with those schools—and chances are, they don’t.  Other sites are run by independent counselors (in one case, a mother  who honestly admits she’s just selling advice from her home) who  charge fees for services that are provided free at most colleges and on  many legitimate Web sites.
While many sites are perfectly honest, the Internet has provided almost unlimited possibilities for fraud. You can buy essays for as little  as $15 from an “Ivy League” Web site, but beware. This same Web  site buys essays. So if you purchase an essay, your medical school may  have read that essay in the past, submitted by another applicant. Don’t  underestimate the intelligence of your admissions readers: They’ve  been trained; they’ve read hundreds of essays before yours; and they  know as much or more about the Web as you do. Remember, too,  that many medical schools include current med students on the admissions committee. Your peers may be even more adept at smelling a  canned essay than the professors are.
In fact, several Web sites, such as 
Plagiarized.com, help readers   determine whether an essay is genuine, and there’s software available specifically for detecting copied papers. Is it foolproof? Of  course not. But is buying an essay off the Web a risk worth taking? Aside from the immorality of it, look at the practical aspect: If  you submit a bad essay, it alone probably won’t get you rejected.   If you submit a plagiarized essay and it’s discovered, you’re immediately rejected—at that school, and probably at every school to which  you applied.
Of course, cheating is not new
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