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Instructions for Authors Submitting Manuscripts to Medical English

The instructions below can be used as a convenient checklist of requirements before submission of manuscripts.

Medical English (Journal of Medical English Education) is the
official publication of the Japan Society for Medical English
Education (JASMEE), primarily covering English education
for medical purposes, but also including articles in related
fields such as nursing and international medical activities.
Articles either in English or in Japanese are welcome. The
categories of papers are Special Articles, Original Articles,

Rapid Communications, Topics, and Announcements.

Submission of Original Articles

O Manuscripts will be considered for publication with the
understanding that they are being submitted to Medical
English only and that all pertinent sources of support and
information have been acknowledged.

O If the paper was presented orally at a meeting, the first
footnote should give the title of the meeting, the name of
the sponsoring organization, the exact date(s) of the meet-
ing or paper presentation, and the city in which the meeting
was held.

0O Three sets of the manuscript and illustrations should be
submitted. They will not be returned unless a return
envelope and sufficient postage are provided by the
author(s).

0O Disk transmittal is welcome. The manuscript should be
saved in text format (Windows/DOS or Macintosh format
will be preferred). In this case, three copies of the article
will still be required.

0O The affidavit following the instructions must be signed by
all authors. Please follow the style of the Consent Form of
Submission in the latter part of this journal.

0O Infringement or violation of rights includes the use of
copyrighted materials such as figures or tables, use of
photographs which may identify an individual, and quota-
tion of unpublished results or private communications.
Written permission must be obtained from the right hold-
er and submitted with the manuscript.

O Articles in English: All manuscripts must be type-written,
double-spaced (8 or 9 mm spacing between each line, or 3
lines per inch) throughout with 12-point type face, on
standard international paper (21.6 x 27.9 cm or 8 1/2 x
11 inch) or A4 paper (21.2 x 29.7 cm) leaving margins of
at least 2.5 cm (1 inch). Maximum length is 20 pages
including text, figures, tables, endnotes, references, and
appendix.

0O Articles in Japanese: Please see the instructions for Japan-

ese authors (O O O O) on the next page.

Begin each of the following sections on separate pages:
title, abstract, text, references, figure legends, and individual
tables, if any. Number all pages consecutively in this

order, with the title page as page 1.

Title Page

The title page should carry the following:

Concise but informative title of the article. Chemical for-
mulas or abbreviations should not be used, but long com-
mon terms such as names of compounds or enzymes can
be abbreviated.

All authors’ full names without academic degrees.

Full name(s) of the department(s) and Institution(s) in
which the research was done, together with the location
(city, state, and nation). If several authors from different
institutions are listed, it should be clearly indicated with
which department and institution each author is affiliated.
Key words, limited to six words or short phrases.
Corresponding author's name, full address, telephone and

fax numbers, and e-mail address.

Abstract

Do not exceed 250 words (approximately 1 page of A4) in
length.

Original Articles: State the purpose of the investigation,
then describe the study design, main findings or major con-
tributions, and finally the specific conclusion or recommen-
dation.

Provide enough information for the Abstract to be easily
understood without reference to the text, and emphasize

new and important aspects of the study.

Text

Avoid nonstandard abbreviations, unfamiliar terms or
symbols. Abbreviations should be kept to an absolute
minimum,; but if necessary, they must be spelled out at
first mention. Standard metric units (mm, cm, mL, L, mg,
g, msec, sec, min, hr, etc.) can be used throughout with-

out definition.

References

References are given as superscript numbers, ordered
sequentially as they appear in the text, tables then figure
legends. List all authors when there are six or fewer;
when there are seven or more, list the first three, then

add "et al." The following are sample references:
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1) Shapiro AM], Lakey JRT, Ryan EA, et al (2000). Islet
transplantation in seven patients with type 1 diabetes
mellitus using a glucocorticoid-free immunosuppres-
sive regimen. N Engl | Med 343: 230-238.

2) Goadsby PJ (2001). Pathophysiology of headache. In:
Silberstein SD, Lipton RB, Dalessio D], eds. Wolff's
headache and other head pain. 7th ed. Oxford, Eng-
land: Oxford University Press, pp57-72.

3) Kuczmarski RJ, Ogden CL, Grammer-Strawn LM, et
al (2000). CDC growth charts: United States. Advance
data from vital and health statistics. No. 314.
Hyattsville, Md.: National Center for Health Statistics.
(DHHS publication no. (PHS) 2000-1250 0-0431.)

4) U.S. positions on selected issues at the third negotiat-
ing session of the Framework Convention on Tobacco
Control. Washington, D.C.: Committee on Govern-
ment Reform, 2002. (Accessed March 4, 2002, at
http://www.house.gov/reform/min/inves_tobacco/
index_accord.htm.)

Numbered references to personal communications,

unpublished data, or manuscripts either “in preparation”

or “submitted for publication” are unacceptable. If essen-
tial, such material may be incorporated at the appropriate

place in the text.

Review of Manuscripts

All manuscripts, except those requested by the Editorial
Board, will be evaluated by at least 2 reviewers assigned
by the Editors.

Proofs

0 Galley proofs of accepted manuscripts will be sent to the

authors for their correction. Changes should be limited
to typographical errors or errors in the presentation of
data. Any addition or correction regarding the contents
will be prohibited.

Reprints

Reprints are available gratis for 20 copies or less when
ordered with the returning of the proofs. The expenses

for more than 20 copies will be charged to the author(s).

Correspondence

Please direct your correspondence (with articles, please
include your telephone number(s), facsimile number(s),
and/or E-mail address(es), and institutional affiliation) to

the address below:

Editorial Section, “Medical English”
Medical View Co., Ltd.

2-30 Ichigaya—-hommuracho, Shinjuku—ku,
Tokyo 162-0845, JAPAN

Phone +81-3-5228-2051 Fax +81-3-5228-2062

E-mail jasmee@medicalview.co.jp
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Introduction

This article describes our experience at the International
Medical Communications Center of Tokyo Medical Uni-
versity in assisting medical students participating in clini-
cal electives abroad. It would be beyond the scope of this
article to describe all aspects of preparations for medical
students and residents to study abroad as clinicians —
preparation for the USMLE alone would require an entire
book. We have therefore limited the scope of this article
to short-term clinical electives for sixth-year medical stu-
dents.

In 2002, Tokyo Medical University and the Medical
School of the University of Kansas established an inter-
national program for senior students of Tokyo Medical
University to participate in clinical electives in the
Department of Internal Medicine at the University of
Kansas Medical Center. The International Medical Com-
munications Center of Tokyo Medical University is
responsible for making all arrangements for selecting,
preparing, and sending students on this program. One of
the authors (Y.M.) was selected as the first student to
participate in the program in March and April 2003.
Using our experience with the Kansas program as an
example, this article describes the preparations needed
for Japanese medical students participating in clinical
electives abroad, with the focus on administrative
aspects, language aspects, and cultural and medical
aspects.

Outline of the Kansas program

Two 6th year students from Tokyo Medical University
spend 1 month (end of March to end of April) at the Uni-
versity of Kansas Medical Center Department of Internal

Medicine participating in clinical rotations. The available
electives include clinical radiology, advanced emergency
medicine and ambulatory care, advanced gastroenterolo-
gy, clinical hematology, infectious diseases, clinical
endocrinology and metabolism, clinical oncology, clinical
allergy, immunology and rheumatology, and dermatol-
ogy. To be eligible for the program, students must have
scored at least 23 points on each of the three sections of
the computer-based Test of English as a Foreign Lan-
guage (TOEFL).

Administrative aspects

The administrative aspects of preparing students for an
international program involve preparations to be made by
the school, and those to be made by the students
themselves.

» Preparations to be made by the school

For a program which involves an official agreement
between the schools, the selection of appropriate stu-
dents is of utmost importance, since they will be the offi-
cial representatives of the Japanese school at the host
school. In our experience, student selection is the most
difficult aspect of preparing for the Kansas program,
mainly due to the strict language requirements of the
University of Kansas Medical Center. Because of the liti-
gious environment in US hospitals, it appears that the
University of Kansas Medical Center wants to make sure
that there are no patient hospital problems caused by lan-
guage inability on the part of anybody (i.e. our students)
in the environment of the patient. Successful candidates
must have scored a minimum of 23 points on each of the
three sections of the computer-based TOEFL and they
must be able to carry on a natural conversation with Eng-
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lish speaking physicians and patients. These are skills
which cannot be developed overnight, and it is therefore
important to identify promising students at an early
stage, preferably in their first or second years, and help
them develop their skills so that they will be well pre-
pared by the time they are eligible to participate in clini-
cal electives abroad.

Another potential problem in selecting students is the
fact that the clinical rotations the students have gone
through in Japan may not entirely fulfill the clinical train-
ing requirements set by the host school, which may
require some detailed prior communications between the
schools.

The sending school needs to decide in advance
whether the elective will be for credit or not. It also
needs to decide whether an evaluation report is required,
and if so, what items should be included. It may be nec-
essary to produce the form for such a report in advance.

» Preparations to be made by the student
Language requirements

The single most important preparation to be made by the
student is to fulfill the language requirements and obtain
evidence of this. For most programs in the US and many
programs in other countries it is necessary to obtain a
certain score on the TOEFL, while for many programs in
the UK and some other countries a certain score on the
International English Language Testing System (IELTS)
is required. The language requirements are discussed in
more detail in a later section of this article.

Application

The application process often requires the student to
obtain a large number of documents from different
sources in English, and may be quite time consuming,
especially for 5th year students participating in intensive
clinical rotations in their home universities. It is there-
fore very important to start the application process as
early as possible.

In most cases the application forms contain a section
to be filled out by the student and a section to be filled
out by the school, which needs to be signed by the Dean.
Most programs require a letter of recommendation from
the Dean and/or department chair. In addition, a letter
from the Dean of Students may be required regarding
the student’s academic standing and clinical experience.

Selection of rotations
If a selection of electives is available, students must usu-

ally select the rotation which they wish to participate in

at the time of application for the program.

Physical examination

Most programs require the students to take a physical
examination as part of the application process. This also
includes filling out an immunization record dating back
to childhood and obtaining required immunizations if
necessary, and filling out a student medical history
record.

A personal letter written by the student stating that
all requirements are understood may also be required.
Some programs also ask the applicant to write an essay
on the reasons for applying for the clinical elective.

Additional documents may be required. Programs in
Australia, for instance, require students to sign a Child
Protection Declaration, and to obtain a certified English
copy of their Criminal Record Check (CRC), signed by
the Dean.

Payment of fees

The payment of fees must often be done by bank check,
and making the necessary arrangements during banking
hours may not always be easy for students in the midst of
their 5th year clinical rotations.

Application deadline

Obtaining all the required documents on time for the
application package to reach the host school by the dead-
line requires careful planning, and it cannot be stressed
enough that the application process should be started as
early as possible. After the terrorist attacks of September
11, 2001, many countries, and in particular the US, have
adopted stricter visa requirements. Not meeting the
application deadlines set by the host institution may
delay the visa application process, which may jeopardize
the student’s participation in the program.

Insurance

Students must obtain insurance as specified by the host
school and obtain evidence of this insurance. The Kansas
program requires personal health insurance, medical
evacuation insurance, and repatriation insurance. Some
programs may automatically cover students for malprac-
tice, while for some programs students may be required
to obtain their own malpractice or medical indemnity

insurance.
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Travel arrangements

Students who have been accepted to participate in the
program should make travel arrangements as early as
possible, both to ensure that flights are available on the
desired dates, and because it is usually a good idea to
have the travel agent assist them in applying for a visa.

Visa

For obvious reasons, the visa application process should
be started as early as possible. Visa requirements differ
from country to country. Students wishing to participate
in a clinical elective in the US have to obtain an F-1 stu-
dent visa. The documents required for obtaining this visa
include a form I-20A-B to be provided by the host
school, proof of financial support issued by a Japanese
bank, a photograph, and school transcripts. For a fee,
most travel agents will offer assistance in applying for the
visa and submit the application materials as the agent of
the applicant.

Accommodation

Finally, the student should make arrangements for
accommodation, if not provided by the university.

Language aspects

Obtaining a language certificate is one of the essential
requirements for students planning to participate in a
clinical training program in an English-speaking country.
It is the first obstacle for students to overcome, but they
often underestimate, or simply do not know, how long it
would take for them to obtain the required scores, and
eventually run out of time when they apply to a clinical
training program. This is partly due to the lack of infor-
mation and training systems available for all students
who have not yet considered studying abroad. Universi-
ties should provide more information and appropriate
curricula for preparing students for the language require-
ments of studying abroad. This would be beneficial not
only for the students themselves, but also for the univer-
sity faculty and staff who often struggle to find potential
candidates for exchange programs.

In this section, the basic system and structure of the
current TOEFL are first introduced with additional infor-
mation sources regarding study programs in each Eng-
lish-speaking country, followed by some ideas for
prospective curricula. Finally some self-study instruc-
tions are provided.

- TOEFL

The purpose of the TOEFL is to evaluate the English pro-
ficiency of people whose native language is not English.
The TOEFL is required for applying for admission to
more than 4,400 two- and four-year colleges and universi-
ties worldwide. The TOEFL is provided in two different
forms; computer-based (CBT) and paper-based. Most
centers in Japan offer only the CBT. In the CBT, the Lis-
tening and Structure sections of the test are computer
adaptive, meaning that questions are chosen by the com-
puter according to how an examinee answers the previ-
ous question. In the Writing section, examinees can
choose whether to write by hand or type their essay.

Each section of the TOEFL has different numbers of
questions and designated time limits. The Listening sec-
tion consists of part A and B with 30-50 questions in total
to be completed in 40-60 minutes. The Structure and
Reading sections allow 15-20 minutes for 20-25 ques-
tions and 70-90 minutes for 44-55 questions, respective-
ly, while 30 minutes are allowed for 1 question in the
Writing section. Detailed information is available in the
TOEFL Information Bulletin which can be downloaded
from the official TOEFL website of the Educational Test-
ing Service (ETS).D

To calculate the total TOEFL score, the scale scores
for the three sections (Listening, Structure/Writing, and
Reading) are added and multiplied by ten and then divid-
ed by three (e.g. (23 + 23 + 23)x 10/3 = 230). The
required score differs depending on the clinical training
program, but it is said generally that a score of 600 or
more on the paper-based TOEFL (250 for the CBT) is
required to study as a postgraduate and 550 or more (213
on the CBT) as an undergraduate student. To participate
in a clinical training program at the Medical Center of
the University of Kansas, as mentioned above, the mini-
mum TOEFL score is 23 on each section of the CBT,
which means a total score of at least 230, but in effect is
considerably higher, since most students have strong
and weak sections, and a minimum score of 23 is
required on the weakest section.

Many other medical schools offer clinical training
programs for foreign students, most of which require a
TOEFL score along with other requirements which take
much time to prepare. In addition to general daily Eng-
lish communication, medical students must acquire com-
munication skills in clinical situations, which cannot be
fully achieved only by preparing for the TOEFL. To mini-
mize their burden, therefore, support from university
trainers is beneficial. The key then is to identify what
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exactly students can do themselves to prepare and what
can be done by the university to support them.

 I[ELTS

Universities in the U.K, Australia, New Zealand and some
in North America require another language qualification,
the IELTS. This test consists of four parts (Listening,
Reading, Writing, Speaking) and the middle two sections
have two different modules (Academic and General train-
ing), taking 60 minutes each. Together with the 30-
minute listening and 11- to 14-minute speaking tests, the
IELTS has a different scoring system from the TOEFL.
Examinees are scored on the basis of a band scale from 1
to 9. In general 7 and 6 are required for postgraduate and
undergraduate study, respectively. Further information
is available on the IELTS official website? and British
Council Japan website.?)

» Preparing for the TOEFL

Some students take preparatory courses at private
schools and some buy textbooks and study by them-
selves at home. Considering the characteristics of each
section, the TOEFL can be divided into parts that can be
prepared for by self-study and those that would benefit
from support from the university.

Preparations by the students

Students can obtain many kinds of textbooks both in dig-
ital form on the Web and in paper form. Official materials
offered by the ETS are a good start (Table 1). In addi-
tion, there are other study materials published by private
companies which are often found very helpful. Among
such materials, textbooks issued by section (grammar,
reading, vocabulary, writing) are beneficial to use for
training particular skills intensively. The merit of self-

Table 1. Sample textbooks

30 Preparations for Japanese Medical Students

study is that students can select appropriate materials
themselves according to their individual needs. Since
most information needed for self-study is available
online, students can easily create tailored study plans
and set time schedules to suit their individual needs. Fol-

lowing are some examples of information sources:

—Association of International Education, Japan

—The Japan-United States Education Commission

—Japan North American Medical Exchange
Foundation

—British Council, Japan

The following websites provide useful practical informa-
tion on studying abroad:

—America Ryugaku.net (www.americaryugaku.net)

—Australia Ryugaku Net (www.ryugaku.com.au)

For clinical training in particular, the following book is a
useful source of information:

—A Passport for Clinical Training in North America 9

However, students may find a limit to self-study and
feel that taking special courses at a preparatory school,
such as the numerous TOEFL academies (or correspon-
dence courses) is the best way to improve their TOEFL
scores. One of the main reasons is that these schools
offer mock exams to check how students have improved
their English skills, and correct their errors accordingly.
This feedback function is what is really lacking in self-
study and is essential especially for writing practice, in
which students cannot identify their own mistakes.

Preparations by the university

As mentioned above, writing practice by a qualified edi-
tor should be provided as part of the university curricu-
lum as a compulsory program, because

Offiicial TOEFL Powerprep Software: Version 1.0 for Windows

writing skills are essential not only for

ETS textbooks - -
TOEFL Test Preparation Kit

students who are taking the TOEFL,

TOEFL Practice Tests: Volume 1

but for all students. Topics for medical

TOEFL Practice Tests: Volume 2

students should preferably be related to
medicine, but other general topics

Commercial
textbooks

Barron's How to Prepare for the Computer-Based TOEFL Essay
(Lougheed, L. Barron Educational Series, 2000)

which appear on the TOEFL are also

Delta's Key to the TOEFL Test (Gallagher, N. Language Magazine,

1999)

valuable for acquiring the skills needed
for developing a logical argument. In

How to Prepare for the TOEFL (Sharpe, P. J. Barron Educational

Series, 2001).

addition, an intensive reading class can
be another compulsory course as part

Cambridge Preparation for the TOEFL Test Book with CD-
ROMGear, J. and Gear, R. Cambridge University Press, 2002)

of the university curriculum. Grasping

contexts quickly is also beneficial for all
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students. Providing such courses also helps teachers to

identify students with high potential at an early stage.

for

As an elective course, open mock exams (provided
free) could be available for all students regularly to

enable them to check their improvement.

Cultural and medical aspects

This section is based on the personal experience of one
of the authors (Y.M.) as the first participant from Tokyo
Medical University in the one-month clinical externship

program in Clinical Cardiology at the Kansas University
Medical Center.

22

“It was my very first visit to the US and at the same
time, it was my ambition to really experience how
medical students are trained and to see how doctors
teach in the US. There are many comparisons made
between the Japanese medical educational system
and that of the US, and often, doctors who have been
trained in the US describe the US system as much
more practical for doctors and much more beneficial
for patients than that of Japan. My goal was to find
out whether this was true, and if so, what it was that
was lacking in the Japanese medical educational sys-
tem. Being there for a month and working with other
medical students and doctors, I recognized many dif-
ferences and also thought that their educational sys-
tem was much more practical than ours. I will not dis-
cuss all the differences in detail, but I would like to
say to those who are seeking an opportunity to be
trained in the US that it is worth going there. And I
would be very happy if this article would be of some
help to those who are thinking to study in the US as
clinicians in the future.

A problem which I had not anticipated before I
started interviewing patients and talking with doctors
was that Americans were totally different in attitude
from the people that I had previously met. I spent a
large portion of my childhood in Britain, and I was
expecting some kind of similarity with the British. I
also had a vague idea of Americans from Hollywood
movies and watching president Bush on TV, but the
reality was beyond my expectations; they were frank
but friendly, they talked very much, and they used
exaggerated body gestures. In other words, they
were completely different from the British. On the
contrary, I think that I was taken for a reserved kind
of person, for I behaved in a Japanese way of meeting

a new person. But I must say, the politeness that we
Japanese have often tends to be misinterpreted as
“reserved” or even “dumb.” There are many other
values that are considered virtues in Japan but are not
in the US that we must be careful with. So my task
was to act and talk like an American; I changed my
Queens English accent to an American accent, I
talked about last night’s basketball game with
patients, I offered proposals for treatment, and asked
questions to doctors. I began using a lot of hand
movements and gestures. I ate pizzas and hamburg-
ers whenever possible for lunch and drank diet Pepsi
instead of green tea. By the end of my program, I
thought that I was more of an American.

Now, what could you do to prepare if you are plan-
ning to be trained in the US? Here are some ideas
based on my experience.

For medical students who want to have a rough
idea of what medical students and residents do in
their every day routine and how they are taught in
the US, you could read the book on medical educa-
tion at Harvard by M. Tanaka® for a starter. For
those who have plenty of time to prepare, especially
those who are in their first and second years, I would
advise to use textbooks written in English in your
study at school. For reference, I would recommend a
book which many Japanese students are aware of:
First Aid for the USMLE Step 1 2003: A Student to
Student Guide (First Aid for the USMLE Step 1 2003)
by McGraw-Hill.® This is a standard book for med-
ical students in the US to prepare for the national
licensing examination, which has recent information
on the best review books, and is therefore a good
guide for finding out which books to buy. For those
who are in their fourth and fifth years and do not
have enough time to read I would recommend The
Clinical Encounter: A Guide to the Medical Interview
and Case Presentation (Billings and Stoeckle) " which
is a concisely written book by a doctor at Massachu-
setts General Hospital for medical students about
how to elicit information from patients, how to take
notes, and even how to make presentations. This is a
topic that Japanese medical students are not taught at
school. This book will give you a good idea of what
you should ask your patients and the format in which
you should write your notes. A Japanese translation is
available, but I would not recommend reading the
translated version because you will not have time to
translate Japanese into English in front of the patient
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and you should remember that words do not corre-
spond one to one between Japanese and English. You
should therefore concentrate on understanding Eng-
lish with an English mind. If you have time, Bates’
Guide to Physical Examination and History Taking
(Bickley and Szilagyi, 2002),8) a classic book written
in a detailed manner would be a choice for reading
too.

Finally, I would like to say to all medical students
in Japan to aggressively take on the challenge of
studying abroad and meeting medical students and
doctors all around the world. Seeing your country
from the outside allows you to recognize new aspects
of medicine in Japan and makes you realize that when
you try to explain the differences we cannot ignore
our cultural background and the values that we have.
You might even find some aspects of Japan that you
can be proud of. And I assure you that the experience
that you will encounter abroad is going to be a memo-
rable one.”

30 Preparations for Japanese Medical Students
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My major reasons for organizing this program for Japan-
ese Nurses are: nurses need to realize that health care and
nursing is a global concern and not just a national issue.
This program has provided an opportunity for me to meet
and work with various Japanese Nurses. I have learned
from them about nursing practices and education in Japan
as much as they have learned about the nursing profes-
sion in the USA. Finally, the program provides nurses at
the Children’s Hospital of Pittsburgh, and opportunity to
interact with fellow nurses from other cultures that they

can learn from and appreciate.
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Jan. 1, 2004
Amy Gold, Ph.D., RN.”
Director of Nursing Research and Education
American Health Hospital
1234 Star St.
New York, NY 12345
USA

Dear Dr. Gold:

U I write to request an opportunity to learn organ transplant procedure and
patient care management at the American Health Hospital. I found out about your
program from the International Council Nursing Journal.

U I am currently working at Diamond Hospital, Japan, where I specialize in pedi-
atric surgical nursing. Since 2003, I have been involved with children that suffer
from congenital atresia of the bile duct and live or die without organ transplantation.
The lack of many specialists in this filed in Japan has encouraged me to pursue fur-
ther studies in the United States where the knowledge and technology are available.

U I plan to start my studies in the fall of 2004, for a period of one year. I am
specifically interested in the followings: (1) to observe the care given to pediatric
patients that need liver transplantation from the time of admission to when they are
discharged from the hospital; and (2) to acquire the knowledge about organ trans-
plantation through interacting with caregivers, attending educational program and
using library resources. My observation and knowledge of caregiving and organ
transplantation in your hospital will give me the necessary skills that I need to work
in the newly designed transplant program at Keio University Hospital, Japan. In
addition, I will design various programs like seminars, reports, lectures and confer-
ences, to share my experience with other Japanese nurses.

U Thank you very much for your time, and I am looking forward to hearing from
you. My telephone number in Japan is +81-3-1234-1234 and fax number is
+81-3-5678-5678.

Sincerely yours,

Eluko Soeda

Etsuko Soeda, MSN, RN.
Tokyo Diamond Hospital
123 Higashi Shinjyuku-ku,
Tokyo Japan, 111-1234

0O 0oo00ooO0o0o0oo00o00o000b0000000 RN
oooooO0oOoooO0oOooOooOoOooboOoOoooOoooooo
oooooo0oooooOoooOoOooOoooOooooooooo
oooooo0oooooOoooOoOooOoooOooooooooo
gooooooooOooOooOooooooooboooo
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6Writing an Effective Personal Statement

David Kipler

Department of English,
Toho University School of Medicine

Introduction

Writing well is a skill; writing well about yourself a formi-
dable challenge. Writing well about yourself in a second
language, however, is an undertaking worthy of the fear
and frustration it so often provokes. Yet it is a trial that
many medical students and professionals wishing to
study abroad repeatedly undergo during their academic
and professional careers. From medical school admis-
sion to fellowship application, your personal statement
may be your only opportunity to give those responsible
for assessing your qualifications a glimpse of the unique
individual behind the grade point average, class rank and
Dean’s letter. If you should happen to number amongst
those fortunate few at, or near, the top of your class, you
can breathe easily: a mediocre personal statement is
unlikely to spoil your chances. The rest of us need to be
savvier, more aware of how we can maximize our
chances by penning a statement which presents our
accomplishments and character in the best possible
light.

In this article, I offer advice on how to plan, write and
review a personal statement. While most of my sugges-
tions should be helpful to writers at any stage of their
medical training, the guidance offered is most suitable
for individuals seeking admission to medical school or
those applying for externships during medical school.

Show your potential

The single most important aspect of yourself that
absolutely must be communicated by your statement is
your potential for professional excellence. Without an
unequivocal impression that you are, or are likely to be, a
superior physician, the reader is unlikely to be
impressed by your essay. Presenting a strong case for
your professional potential should be your primary goal.
Fortunately, there are a number of ways to demon-
strate your promise as a physician. Obviously, your acad-

emic and professional achievements are the logical start-
ing point, and these will no doubt be closely scrutinized
by the committee reviewing your statement. While it is
not necessary to merely repeat information which
appears on your transcript or curriculum vitae (CV), you
might choose to highlight a particular achievement, such
as an award, scholarship, or research project, which may
have represented a turning point in your education or
career. If you do elect to focus on your academic or pro-
fessional accomplishments, try to do so in a manner
which gives the reader some sense of their meaning to
you. How exactly was you professional development
enhanced by the experience? What challenges did you
overcome? How did the experience affect your career
plans? In the following example, the writer connects uni-
versity research work with a possible surgical specializa-
tion:

In the Department of Hematology and Oncology at
my university’s hospital, I have done two years of
research work in the area of osteosarcoma. This
experience has instilled in me a desire to do clinical
research in the area of cardiac surgery and position
myself so that I might be able to develop new tech-
niques (Stelzer 55).

Evaluation of your professional promise need not be
limited to academic accomplishments, however. Exem-
plary physicians require far more than the skills neces-
sary to successfully complete medical school. Evidence
of compassion, perseverance, problem-solving ability,
creativity, ethical judgment, and commitment to health
(to name a few) could be a strong indication of your
potential. Here is an example of a medical school appli-
cant who demonstrates his determination and leadership
ability by discussing his participation in martial arts:

In college I became involved in Tae Kwon Do,
which is the Korean counterpart of karate. This
sport, too, requires patience, determination, and a
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clear mind in addition to physical strength,
endurance, and agility. Within a year I had become
president of my university’s 80-member Tae Kwon
Do club, which ranks among the top sports clubs on
campus. In assuming this position I began to have
the opportunity to test myself as a leader as well as
an athlete (Stelzer 61).

Clear, well-developed career goals are also strong evi-
dence of your potential. The later you are in your train-
ing, the more concrete your career goals should be. If
possible, link your career objectives with the program to
which you are applying, as in the following example: “I
believe that a residency in pediatrics at St Jude’s Hospital
will provide an ideal foundation for my anticipated work
in pediatric oncology.” When stating your career plans,
you should attempt to answer the question, “What are
my career goals and how will the program to which I am
applying further them?” Answering this question explic-
itly and convincingly in your personal statement will indi-
cate to the reader that you are both motivated and
focused.

Be sincere

Sincerity is a much underappreciated facet of effective
personal statements and challenging to convey. If, for
example, you view yourself as an unusually sympathetic
individual who, as a result, would make an ideal physi-
cian, how do you state this in your essay? To simply
write, “I believe my compassionate personality will allow
me to become a sympathetic, caring doctor”, may not
work to your advantage. As Dr. Andrew G. Frantz, Asso-
ciate Dean of Admissions at Columbia University’s Col-
lege of Physicians and Surgeons, puts it:

We look for honesty (as far as we can discern it),
simplicity, straightforwardness. Itend to be put off
by too many self-congratulatory statements, such
as, “I'm an excellent candidate for medical school; I
have great compassion”—that kind of thing. One
person wrote, “As part of my personality, I radiate a
high degree of warmth and sincerity”—and that was
not good (Stelzer 118).

How then does one write a statement that is honest, sim-
ple and straightforward?

It is essential to spend a considerable period of time
carefully and thoughtfully reviewing your past. What
were the events that most influenced your decision to
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become a physician? What actions or events offer the
best insight into your character? Did you face any
unusual or challenging obstacles? How did they influ-
ence you? Why do you feel that study abroad will make
you a better physician? In this period of self-reflection, it
is essential that you answer these questions “from the
heart”, without attempting to anticipate the reactions of
your intended audience. Perhaps you became a medical
student simply because your parents gave you no other
option (not an unusual situation!). You may decide that
this is not worth mentioning in your statement, which
might be true. However, imagine this utterly unexcep-
tional fact as a central motif in your life story!

I had always dreamt of joining the navy. The freedom
of the sea seemed the perfect antidote to my father—
the doctor’s—ordered, controlled world: the starched
white lab coats and hushed voices discussing death,
disease, and disfigurement. My fantasy of life on the
high seas was torpedoed on my 17th birthday, howev-
er, when my parents unceremoniously informed me
that I was going to medical school, end of discussion.

The first two years of my medical education were
almost unendurable, but gradually, aversion became
disinterest and then, finally, something resembling
curiosity. One day, while participating in an orga-
nized visit to a nursing home, I spent some time
speaking to an elderly woman about her family and
her long and eventful life. She appeared to truly
appreciate having someone to whom she could tell her
story, and I found myself filled with respect for her, for
all that she had overcome. Her fate was suddenly
important to me, as if we had known each other for a
very long time. Then, without warning, she pulled
me closer to her and said quietly, so that no one else
would hear, “You're going to be a wonderful doctor
someday.” My interest in gerontology began then, at
that very moment.

Though certainly unconventional, this passage shows
how apparently unremarkable events can be elements of
a powerful, convincing narrative. More importantly, by
highlighting the writer’s process of self-discovery, the
text manages to convey compassion, respect for others,
and a genuine interest in the elderly in a manner that is
far more compelling than: “I have great sympathy for
older people.”

The passage is striking because it is “personal”: it dis-
cusses the private disappointments and satisfactions of
the writer and, in doing so, persuasively demonstrates a

level of maturity and humanity commensurate with the
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writer’s future professional responsibilities. Effective
personal statements nearly always depend on honest,
open discussion of pivotal events in the life of the appli-
cant; the challenge is to discuss such experiences in a
way that indicates your sincerity and other positive quali-
ties without appearing self-obsessed. In the following
passage, the writer reveals the painful truth of her family
life:

I grew up in circumstances that provide a classic
example of the frequent disparity between appear-
ance and reality. To any outsider, my family might
have seemed to be enjoying the ideal upper-middle-
class existence: peaceful, pretty and privileged. In
actuality, however, alcohol and domestic violence
were creating an environment within our house
that, for me, was both difficult and frightening
(Stelzer 34).

The writer goes on to explain how caring for her alco-
holic mother led to “a desire to help others who are ill”.
By providing an example of compassion under difficult
conditions, the writer shows herself to be a person of
considerable maturity and emotional depth.

Be creative

Be different! Imagine it is your responsibility to read
hundreds of personal statements from aspiring medical
students, many of whom are well-qualified and highly
motivated. Picture how many times you will encounter
variations on the same themes: “I believe that I will make
an excellent extern”; “It has always been my dream to be
a doctor”; “I have learned a great deal in medical school”;
“I feel my strong academic performance makes me an
exceptional candidate”. And imagine your reaction when
you read a statement that rises above these clichés, dis-
cards the formulas. You would undoubtedly pay greater
attention to what the writer had to say.

It is not necessary to begin your statement with an
achingly profound haiku or startling personal revelation
to capture the reader’s imagination (though such devices
may succeed under the right circumstances). If you
have taken the time to honestly evaluate your past and
future you will have identified the unique, defining expe-
riences of your life, i.e., those events which give the read-
er the clearest and most favorable impression of you and
your potential.

When writing your statement, concentrate on making
your first paragraph memorable. The attention span of

the individuals reading your statement is likely to be
exceedingly short. Any sign of tired phrasing or formula-
ic pronouncements in your opening paragraph may lead
to your best ideas being overlooked or ignored. Seize
the reader’s attention immediately! In the following
introductory sentences, the writer actually admits to aca-
demic dishonesty during the writing of her senior thesis:
“During my final year in the Ivy League, I made a griev-
ous and totally out-of-character mistake that changed the
course of my life. In the process of writing my senior
thesis, I committed plagiarism” (Stelzer 39). She subse-
quently explains how, as a consequence of her dishon-
esty, she was forced to submit an entirely new thesis, a
process which deepened her appreciation of ethical stan-
dards and led to considerable self-development.

This high-risk strategy may not appeal to all writers,
or all readers, but it does succeed admirably in stimulat-
ing the reader’s interest. Assuming that the lessons
learned from such a disastrous experience outweigh the
negative feelings that the reader may have about the
writer’s plagiarism, such an approach can prove effective.

One obvious way to give a distinctive slant to your
statement is to discuss the impact your culture might
have had on your personal history and goals. If your cul-
tural background differs from the majority of other appli-
cants, readers may be intrigued by cultural differences in
such things as medical education, the physician/patient
relationship, and attitudes to death and dying. Remem-
ber: journeying abroad to seek another cultural perspec-
tive in your medical training is a most commendable
goal, but it is simply not enough to write, “I desire to
study in America to experience a different cultural per-
spective.” Instead, discuss what differences you expect
to encounter and precisely how they might enrich you
and contribute to your educational and career goals.

Be meticulous

Mistakes, particularly those that are obvious, detract
from your presentation by diverting the reader’s atten-
tion, which should instead be focused on your accom-
plishments and goals. Here are some suggestions to
help you avoid common errors.

* Give yourself enough time for the task. The process
of planning, writing and reviewing a persuasive per-
sonal statement requires weeks, not hours.

* Read the question carefully. Is it general or specific?
What exactly is it asking? If you do not completely
understand the question, find someone to help you.
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*

*

Do not presume that an essay you wrote for one pro-
gram can be submitted to another, without revision,
because it is “close enough”. Your readers are highly
sensitive to such ploys.

Strictly adhere to length restrictions. A standard
English page is 250 words. If the directions ask for a
1-2 page statement, do not exceed 500 words. Overly
long statements are not appreciated; nor are attempts
to nominally satisfy length restrictions by such
devices as ridiculously small fonts.

By all means, use spell checking software, but do not
presume that all spelling errors have been identified.
Homophone errors (“there” for “their”) and other
errors not involving spelling (“it’s” for “its”) are easily
missed and must be carefully reviewed.

Have two or three trusted friends or colleagues read
your statement. They should focus on the content,
style, grammar and spelling. Request their honest
opinion of your work. This is not time for empty
praise!

Revise and revise again. Your first draft is almost cer-
tainly NOT the clearest, most sophisticated expres-
sion of your ideas.

While it is definitely advisable to have a native Eng-
lish speaker review your paper, it would be consid-
ered dishonest to allow them to rewrite your state-
ment for you. Corrections at this point should be lim-
ited to revision of obvious errors in grammar, spelling
and punctuation. Instead, try discussing your state-
ment in detail before you start writing. The input of a
native English speaker may prove crucial in selecting
the tone and content of your essay. To repeat: Do not
have a native English speaker—or anyone else—
rewrite your personal statement. It is a text which is
intended to present your “voice” and your words.
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Conclusion

Writing a personal statement in English need not reduce
you to tears and curses. It may come as a surprise that
some applicants, after completing the painstaking ordeal,
have found that writing a personal statement can actually
be enlightening, even motivating. For many, it is the first
time in their busy lives where they have actually had the
opportunity to clearly define their goals and carefully
review their accomplishments. Viewing your personal
statement as an authentic exercise in self-examination
will help ensure that the end-product of your efforts is

sincere, persuasive, and effective.

Further reading

Most of the examples in the article were taken from How
to Write a Winning Personal Statement for Graduate and
Professional School by Richard J. Stelzer. This work pro-
vides a number of practical ideas for organizing and writ-
ing your essays, as well as numerous genuine examples
of thought-provoking personal statements. The author
also includes quotations from actual admissions officers
—useful “inside information”. A valuable book for those
preparing a personal statement for residency applications
is Resumes and Personal Statements for Health Profession-
als by James W. Tysinger.

The Internet has a variety of material available,
including a number of example essays. Unfortunately,
many of the websites offer such material only to induce
applicants to pay for the site’s editing services. The
American Medical Association website provides a web-
page (http://www.ama-assn.org/ama/pub/catego-
ry/6700.html) which offers some important advice.

Be careful not to fall into the trap of spending too
much time studying the work of others. It is far more
important to explore your own creative ideas. There is
no formula for success.
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Intercultural doctor—patient communication plays an important role in developing a trusting relation-
ship with patients from different cultures. However, no Japanese study undertaken by either Japanese
physicians or non-physicians, has empirically examined doctor—patient communication in different cul-
tures or languages. To clarify the linguistic characteristics and strategies of doctor—patient communica-
tion in English, | conducted a cross-sectional linguistic analysis of 20 outpatient consultations with 5 fami-
ly physicians in the U.S.A. The data collection was approved by the Institutional Review Board of Univer-
sity of Michigan Health System. The doctor-patient communication during the consultation was audio-
recorded, and the audiotapes were transcribed verbatim. Employing the modified phase model | exam-
ined linguistic forms and strategies frequently used by the doctors in the medical encounters. The doctors
used such useful communication skills as telling, directing, and asking the patients in each phase of the
consultation. Some interesting findings include the doctors’ use of ‘hedges’ in delivering bad news doubt-
ingly while reporting good news definitely with use of the present tense, the appropriate use of modality
to show a casual politeness in directing the patient, and the adequate use of open-ended and closed-
ended questions in specific phases. This study has several limitations, primarily due to the feasibility issue
of the small number of physicians and patients recruited. Further empirical studies for doctor-patient
communication in different languages are needed to enhance physician and patient relationship in differ-

ent cultures.

Key Words: medical encounter, communication, strategy, schema, phase
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Example 1  Dr: Hi, Mr.Coffey.
Pt:  Hello, doctor. How are you doing?
Dr: Good. Nice to meet you.
Pt: Nice to meet you, too.

Example 2  Dr: Hi, Mr. Rivers. How are you doing?
Pt: Icould be better.

Dr: Nice to see you again. Sorry you're not
doing well.

Pt: I'm doing pretty well.
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0 10open-ended question
O What can I do for you today? (3)
O So what are we doing today (this morning)? (2)
O But what brings you in today?
O What happened to you?
O Well, tell me sir what’s up.

0 20closed-ended question
O Did you have anything you wanted to talk about?

0 Now do you have any special questions or concerns about
your health or body that you wanted to bring up today?
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O How do you notice that you feel better?

O What pain?
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00 O symptoms[ O O O

O Have you had chills (pain, sore throat, upset stomach, con-
traction, fever, fatigue etc.)?

U000 Areyou having ... or Do you have O 120
O Do you feel like you're spinning (cough up anything)?
oo 30
0 Would you say your appetite’s okay?[] O 20J
O It’s a little touchy and stiff?0d0 O 20
jooooooooboooooo
0 Have you been around anyone sick?

0 Have you had any operation? Have you been hospitalized
for any other reasons?

O Any history of sexually transmitted disease (kidney
stones) ?

O Do you drink, smoke? Do you ever faint, get tunnel vision?

O Do illnesses run in the family?
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Hop up on the table and take off your shirt please.lJ [0 30
0 Can

Can you take your glasses off for me for a second (open
your mouth real wide, say he etc.)?00 0 60
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0 Could
Do I, could you lie here for a second, do I create any dis-
comfort here when I take and squeeze your ribs from side
to side like so?

0 How about
How about you step down here?0 O 30

0 Why don’t you
Why don’t you drop your drawers and put one elbow there
and one elbow there?0 O 40

O Let’s, Let me

Let’s get you lying back[ look you over, take a look etcl .
0o 50

Here let me check that chest ared] O 20
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O It sounds very much like what’s called a Lasal Bagel
episode.

O And what can happen is it can if it gets stimulated it can
cause your heart to slow down and your blood pressure to
drop a little bit and also feel nauseated.

O It's possible, it’s possible that you may have jarred that tho-
racic cage a bit even though it didn’t directly hit.

O One is the diverticulitis could act up ... The other possibili-
ty sometimes can be a diverticulosis off of your bladder.

O I think you got pneumonia on the left side [pause] .... This
is only on one side so it makes me think that there can’t be
too many things there.

O There was some suggestion that the major pumping cham-
ber of your heart which is called the left ventricle wasn’t

quite up to snuff, they call it a mildly dimensioned function-
ing so (um) but that could contribute a little bit to some of
the fatigue ability.

O That should be a tendonitis.
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O All right so your blood pressure is wonderful maybe being
in love and getting engaged.

O Course the skin looks wonderful. That’s healed up nicely.

0 Right okay so key thing is heart blood vessels looked
clean.

0 Not joint arthritis which is good to know.

0 Well what you know is that there is no sign of colon
cancer.

O So but it’s in direct line with the injuries so it may well not
be a reflux dystrophy thing. Bottom line this is much
better.

0 Well the good news is the rougher the better. These are
seborrhea keratoses very benign no potential at all.

O Your blood tests aren’t that bad.
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O I'm going to give you some of those just to try. And then
we'll see if that goes well.J O 20

O Why don’t you go ahead and try that once in the morning?
00 40
O00OgiveOODDODDODODDOODODODOOOOODOD
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O You're (were) on...0 O 60

O How much of ... are you using?
O000onO000O0dooooOoDbOO0ooooooon

g3joooooobogon

O Ifitis tolerated well by the stomach, then we will try to go
ahead and try to keep you on it a bit longer.

O What do you need refills on?00 O 20J
000000000000000 getby on (just one each
morning) leave (ita 1/2tablet) OO0 0000000000
00000oooooooooooooooooogono
doodooooooooooooooooo
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O Do you want to try cutting down?
O And you have been off the antibiotics now you said a
week?0 O 20
00000000 stopd eliminated do withO O OO OO
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O Are you tolerating being off of it? Do you generally tolerate
stuff like ...20 O 80

O It's not causing any side effects.J 0 20
O It would knock out bad allergies, but it played havoc with
the rest of your body.
tolerate 0 0 0000000 O0OOO0OOODOOO
0000000000000 00000 work, make a dif-
ference, (what) happen, cause D D 000000 20000
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O When are we going to have you back?

O Can I (I have to, will, want to) see you back in about a
week to 10 days?0 O 40

O I'll (We'll) see you in a month.

O Yeah why don’t you just plan on coming in (uh) every
Friday?
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