Changes to pre-medical requirements

I. Changes to course requirements


Two factors contribute to the real and de facto course requirements of the pre-medical curriculum. The first is the material covered on the MCAT, and the second are courses that are either required or strongly recommended by medical school admissions offices. The term “recommended” or “strongly recommended” is a misleading in the sense that it is risky for students not to take those courses if the majority of the other applicants they are competing against have done so.


Until very recently, most medical schools had approximately 32 hours of official science/math requirements (two semesters of general chemistry, two semesters of general biology, two semesters of organic chemistry, and two semesters of physics, all with labs). On top of that was the hidden requirement of calculus (4 hours), which is not required for medical school admission per se, but is required for physics.  


That changed about five or so years ago, when two additional upper division science courses (genetics and biochemistry) became official or de facto pre-requisites for admission to UNMC and Creighton School of Medicine. At roughly the same time, the biological sciences section of the MCAT started emphasizing physiology, cell/molecular biology and biochemistry to a greater extent than it had previously. Reflecting these trends, Dr. Nipper (head of admissions for Creighton School of Medicine) told a meeting of RSP preceptors this spring that they should instruct their freshman pre-med advisees to complete genetics, physiology, and biochemistry by the end of their junior year in order to be competitive when they apply to medical school as seniors. 


The end result is that today’s typical pre-med student, if s/he wants to be well-prepared for the MCAT exam and fully competitive for admission to medical school, must complete a minimum 45 hours of math/science coursework by the end of their junior year. This works out to be approximately eight hours of science/math per semester for six semesters. If the current literature is any indication, biostatistics and molecular biology will soon become real or de facto medical admissions requirements as well. In fact, statistics is already strongly recommended by UNMC for students who had calculus in high school (and not in college) or did not do well in calculus in college.


There is discussion at the national level about de-emphasizing organic chemistry and physics both on the MCAT and as medical school admissions requirements. However, given that these subjects have been part of the pre-med curriculum for nearly 80 years, it seems unlikely this will happen anytime soon.

II. Non-course pre-medical requirements

At least two additional trends also bear careful tracking. The first is that, starting next year, Creighton will require pre-med students to enroll in a non-credit course (the “P-MED” seminar) that meets two hours per week each semester of their sophomore and junior year. Although this is a non-credit course, there will be extensive work required on the students’ part for them to be eligible to receive the new campus medical school letter.


The second trend is that medical schools increasingly value and emphasize the importance of undergraduate research as a part of scientific training. In fact, at a meeting with incoming freshmen this week, Tricia Sharrar (associate VP for Academic Affairs) told the students and their parents that undergraduate research experience is a critical component of a highly competitive medical school application. Research takes time, and in the sciences most students who participate in undergraduate research sign up for 2 or 3 research credits per semester.

III. Implications for pre-med student schedules


Taking all of this together (courses, research and the P-MED seminar), a typical pre-med student schedule (regardless of major) looks something like this:

Basic science courses:


32 credit hours


Calculus:



4 credit hours

advanced Biology/Biochemistry:
9-12 credit hours

Research hours (over 2 semesters)
4-6 credit hours

P-MED seminar (4 semesters)
8 non-credit hours
TOTAL



57-62 credit/non-credit hours by the end of junior year
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