Choosing Your Specialty: What to Note During the Year
Thoughts from Attendings (You should really read this)…

“I think the hardest part of year 3 and trying to discern which field one wishes to enter is keeping an open mind.  Prepare to be surprised!  (As a student, I vowed I would never do Nephrology or Neurology because they were too complicated...now I am a nephrologist who does brain research... go figure.)

Look not only at the field itself, that is, the knowledge base and system; but also at whether you truly enjoy the type of work, the patient population that is most common to a field (e.g., children or women for Peds and Ob-Gyn).  Can you see yourself working with colleagues and the multidisciplinary staff in a given field?  They do have different styles and flavors. Do you prefer a narrow focus (Dermatology) or a broader field (Family Medicine)?  Do you think you will want to move into a specialty later on?  If so, what will prepare you the best for that eventuality but where you would be happy if life and circumstances change?

Look about what field will fit your dreams… why you went into medicine in the first place.  Look at the time commitment, not just in training but in day to day for the rest of your life.  How will this fit into your life as a human being, because if you need to nurture that core part of what is important to you (family, friends, etc.) otherwise your patients and your colleagues will also suffer from your unhappiness as will you.

Remember, that there is no choice that cannot be undone.  Better to say I spent one year finding out a field your thought was the best fit is not and to move on, than to stay in that field and be miserable.  The work will be hard, sometimes seemingly impossible, but that is not what makes for a content and competent physician.  To CARE for your patients, you must have something left in you to give to them.  If you are spent or drained out emotionally, you can PROVIDE medical treatment but not medical CARE... and the patients can tell the difference.”
“When considering primary care vs. non-primary care, consider whether you want to be the first person a patient sees when they are not feeling well or whether you want to see select patients who are referred to you.”
What Students Suggested…

“If you find a rotation that you enjoy, try to find a mentor in that specialty.  This person will be able to give you excellent advice and career counseling about residency, preparing your application, and answering any questions you may have about the field.  He/she would also likely be able to write you an outstanding letter of recommendation for residency.” Each field has tips for how to plan your fourth year (when to take Step 2).  It doesn’t hurt to have multiple advisors because they just give you a different perspective on things.

“Be proactive in every rotation.  You never know what you will like.  Think of each rotation as a practicing physician and see if it is something you can see yourself doing for the rest of your life.  Pay attention to what the attending’s day is like.”

“It helped me to jot down thoughts about every rotation when I thought of something or took time to reflect at the end of the rotation.  I thought making a pros & cons list helped.  You’d be surprised how you forget about your impressions later in the year.”

“If you are interested in a field, or think you are interested in a field that is not part of Year 3, be proactive and try to talk to advisors early.  Unfortunately, there isn’t time to rotate through every field in medicine during Year 3, but you can talk to as many people you need to or maybe even shadow them to get an idea of what a field is like.  The medical field is a very diverse so make sure you look into the many possibilities for residency and future practice.”

