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A NEW MODEL COMBINING MEDICINE 
AND THE HUMANITIES

The Mount Sinai School of Medicine rec-
ognized that excellent future physicians 

may not always be particularly interested in 
an undergraduate major in the natural sci-
ences. The school founded the nontradi-
tional HuMed program in 1987, in which a 
small number of humanities and social sci-
ence students are accepted into the medical 
school.1 Since renamed the FlexMed pro-
gram and opened to students of any col-
lege major, applicants are not required to 
take organic chemistry or advanced science 
courses, and do not take the Medical Col-
lege Admission Test (MCAT) but rather are 
evaluated based on high school and college 
transcripts, letters of recommendation, SAT 
scores, and relevant experience.6 In addi-
tion, students who have not been exposed 
to advanced science courses are required 
to attend an eight-week summer enrichment program prior 
to matriculation, which covers foundational biochemistry, 
genetics, and cell biology.1,6 Evaluation of the success of stu-
dents admitted through the HuMed program from the classes 
of 2004 through 2009 revealed that these nontraditional stu-
dents performed at the same level as their traditional premed-
ical peers, as evaluated by the Medical Student Performance 
Evaluation (MSPE), and there were no significant differences 
in commencement honors or distinctions.1 The numbers did 
reveal that HuMed students were less likely to pursue surgery 
or anesthesiology subspecialties, more likely than their peers 
to complete a mentored research project, and more likely to 
pursue residencies in primary care and psychiatry.1 Given that 
current projections predict a shortage of primary care physi-
cians between 14,800 and 49,300 by the end of year 2030, per-
haps it would be beneficial to increase medical admissions of 
non-traditional undergraduates who would be more likely to 
pursue the field.7

EXTENSION OF THE OLD MODEL

On the other hand, medical science is rapidly progress-
ing, and there is only so much time to cover the basics 

in a four-year program. Dr. Jules Dienstag of Harvard Medi-
cal school argues for more advanced and specific scientific 
preparation: “Current college courses that fulfill admissions 
requirements are not adequately focused on human biology 
... they offer little value to the premedical — or advanced 
human biology — student and steal time and attention from 
more relevant science preparation.”4 Critics such as Dienstag 
call for more relevant and advanced scientific preparation in 
biological sciences, rather than a variety of broad, entry-level 
science courses. Dienstag also emphasizes the importance 
of innovation, integration, and communication across disci-
plines, which he argues is critical when it comes to a career in 
medicine.4 After all, patients never present as multiple-choice 
test questions. 

this is not always the case. Predental science GPA has indeed 
been found to correlate with dental school GPA according to 
a study at the University of Iowa which examined statistics 
from the dental classes of 2000 through 2007.2 The research-
ers summarized this correlation as meaningless in the con-
text of career success, however, and highlight that the dental 
school’s admission requirements were actually selecting for 
good test-takers: “students who have done well on standard-
ized, multiple-choice, fill-in-the-dot tests are likely to do well 
on subsequent standardized, multiple-choice, fill-in-the-dot 

tests.”2 There is certainly 
difficulty in creating a 
holistic measure of career 
success, so many studies 
focus simply on measures 
of graduate school success. 
A 2009 study at Colorado 
State University found 
no statistically meaning-
ful relationship between 
pre-veterinary coursework 
success and class rank in 
veterinary school, which 
could indicate that the pre-
veterinary curriculum does 
not even predict success 
in veterinary school.3 The 

study concluded that the curriculum could be “unnecessarily 
restricting access to the profession by requiring ... prerequi-
site courses that have questionable predictive value.”3  

CULLING THE CROWD AND ORGANIC CHEMISTRY

Questionable predictive value certainly does limit the 
number of aspiring professionals who make it through 

the pre-health requirements. In fact, many accept that the 
current premedical classes serve as a “necessary gauntlet that 
thins out the applicant pool.”4 While statistics vary across 
institutions, a number of students decide to change their path 
for a variety of reasons. Researchers surveyed 97 premedi-
cal students at a small liberal arts college, 44 of whom had 
“dropped pre-med,” or decided not to become physicians.5 
Two-thirds of those 44 students had decided against becom-
ing a physician at least in part due to poor grades, and of those 
who indicated poor grades, 78% indicated organic chemistry 
was the course that changed their career plans.5 Critics of the 
current premedical system point to organic chemistry as a 
significant roadblock which eliminates students who would 
have otherwise become excellent physicians.

EDITORIAL

Pre-Health Education in the Modern World 
 Jamie Tebeau

THE PRE-HEALTH STUDENT FACES QUITE       
the challenge during their undergraduate years. Given 
the extreme rigor of admissions into graduate health 

programs, these undergraduate students face the pressure of 
sustaining a near-perfect GPA and performing well on stan-
dardized testing, all the while acquiring research and clini-
cal experience that makes them stand out from the crowd. 
Each of these aspects of the application are then evaluated 
to determine the student’s preparation for the graduate pro-
gram. But is the pre-health curriculum truly preparing stu-
dents to become proficient 
in today’s rapidly evolving 
fields of medicine and den-
tistry? Ongoing research 
on the undergraduate 
requirements for health 
graduate school admis-
sions frequently offer lim-
ited predictive value of 
future success, but there is 
hope in suggestions from 
leading educators.

HISTORY OF THE 
PREMEDICAL 
CURRICULUM

While medical, den-
tal, and veterinary schools vary in their specific course 

requirements, they share the same general class prerequisites: 
two semesters each of biology, general chemistry, and physics, 
in addition to at least one semester of organic chemistry and 
biochemistry. Individual programs may require more specific 
courses such as genetics, microbiology, physiology, or public 
speaking. There are several schools of thought regarding the 
effectiveness of this curriculum in preparing students for the 
rigors of the graduate program and the career beyond. Many 
of them encourage revision. The current system has been in 
place since American educator Abraham Flexner called for 
medical schools to establish stricter requirements for admis-
sions in his 1910 report, which highlighted the necessity of 
scientific undergraduate education. Within two decades, the 
“modern” pre-health curriculum was established.1 Despite 
numerous complaints throughout the years, Flexner’s system 
remains mostly intact.

EFFECTIVENESS OF THE CURRICULUM

One would assume that students who were the most 
prepared (i.e. performed best in the required under-

graduate courses and scored highest on standardized test-
ing) would proceed to succeed in the graduate program and 
beyond, but opposers of the current system recognize that 
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THE NEW MCAT: PROMISE FOR THE FUTURE?

The MCAT, the standardized testing required for medical 
school admission, is one of the ways in which medical 

schools are able to tease apart applicants.  In 2015, the Associ-
ation of American Medical Colleges (AAMC) released a new 
version of the MCAT.8 This new version added components 
in biochemistry, psychology, and sociology, while maintain-
ing the previous elements in biology, chemistry, physics, and 
verbal reasoning.8 While research is ongoing in the realm of 
the validity and reliability of the new MCAT, proponents are 
optimistic that the AAMC seemingly recognizes the impor-
tance of education in psychology and sociology given the 
health effects of behavioral and social factors.9 Perhaps dental 
and veterinary schools will follow soon after in revising their 
perspectives of what best prepares students for the profession.

CONCLUSION

Unfortunately, there is no undergraduate curriculum or 
standardized test that can fully prepare students for what 

the health professions require. Careers in human and veteri-
nary medicine and dentistry require astute communication 
skills, self-awareness, patience, respect, compassion, commit-
ment, and courage — values that cannot be revealed by grade-
point average. These qualities can be evaluated, however, by a 
student’s interests, experiences, and demeanor, which is why 
a holistic approach to admissions is crucial in selecting the 
best future professionals. However, thorough understand-
ing of biological principles and the art of scientific thinking 
remain paramount in an age of rapidly-advancing medical 
knowledge. Pre-health education, then, should be regularly 
evaluated and revised to better meet the needs of the modern 
medical, dental, and veterinary fields.

“Careers in human and veterinary 
medicine and dentistry require 

astute communication skills, 
self-awareness, patience, respect, 
compassion, commitment, and 

courage — values that cannot be 
revealed by grade-point average.” 
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