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The Experience

A little History

Flexner's 1910 report was one of the first landmarks in the
establishment of scientific research as a pilar of medical curricula.
Research as a medical student can be a strenuous task, as the
typical curriculum can be incredibly challenging in itself, and the
increase in workload associated with research can make it difficult
for students to find a healthy balance alongside their social and
personal lives, which can lead to serious conditions of stress." This
often results in students shying away from research, as often they
cannot dedicate themselves to proper research projects within
their medical faculty. Currently, there is a shrinking number of
physician-scientists, resulting in a considerable loss of scientific
potential, especially within the translational research realm.?
Some of the most significant breakthroughs in medicine have
been accomplished by medical students, such as the discovery of
heparin by Jay McLean or the sinoatrial node by Martin Flack. And even
though a completely different scientific context is acknowledged
for these instances, they still emphasize the need for young,
proactive, and committed individuals who offer new perspectives.

Current Concerns and Why is it Vital?

There are many reasons why research as a medical student is
critical, such as a better understanding of the varying scientific
methods, learning to build a passion for a subject, having the
opportunity to attend conferences as well the networking and
social skills which ultimately help build a robust curriculum vitae
(CV). Many of which have already been previously addressed
more in depth at the International Journal of Medical Students.? I
have been fortunate enough to be included into my faculty’'s
Cardiovascular Research Unit since my first year. Since then, I have
massively improved upon my teamwork and time management
skills as well as my work ethic within an academic setting. As I
found more opportunities to study and start serving within the
unit, I have been able to develop a greater capacity to apprehend
and narrate new and often more complex information. I feel this
type of experience has been pivotal when deciding to further
pursue academic studies, as it has allowed me to discuss and
exchange viewpoints with several of my mentors and help me

plan to take the best routes to meet my objectives. Students who
participated in research projects during medical school were over
three times and six times more likely to report interest in research
involvement during their future careers and to pursue an
academic career, respectively.34*

However, I believe these opportunities are still not well
systematized into the typical medical curriculum, especially within
my home country of Portugal, even though there is a clear
demand for them. An estimated 72% of medical students stated
that they wanted to perform research, with 31% reporting an
interest in actively engaging in research throughout their career.?
For example, at the College of Medicine, King Saud bin Abdulaziz
University for Health Sciences in Saudi Arabia, a survey showed
that a large majority of students (79.8%) affirmed the significance
of research in the identification and exploration of issues within a
subject matter.> Additionally, over half of the students (63.6%),
expressed keen interest in engaging in research activities during
their undergraduate studies. Among the factors driving
participation in medical research, the most prominent were the
desire to enhance prospects for entry into competitive residency
programs, followed by a specific interest in research fields or
medical topics, and the aim to bolster one's CV.® Therefore, the
need to create more opportunities is critical, and must be directly
addressed. Admittedly, several attempts have been made, for
example in the UK, through the incorporation of student-
selected components’, the intercalation of a year in research®
(alongside the typical Bachelor of Medicine and Bachelor of
Surgery), or in the U.S. through more ample research and medical
curriculums® (e.g., “The Discovery Curriculum” at Stanford).
However, the statistics show that we are still lacking, as for
example only 14% of students in U.K. medical schools had
submitted an article for publication at the end of their medical
degree, and only 22% of students believed they had been taught
how to properly write a scientific paper.”® Therefore, current
medical curriculums are still not adapted towards the needs and
wants of their students, resulting in low adhesion rates. As
discussed with colleagues in both my country and others within
the EU, the consensus is that there is still a shortage of
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mentorship, time, and opportunities to conduct research beside
the standard medical curriculum.

The sooner medical students are integrated into research, the
greater the probability of developing long-lasting physician-
scientists."! By accommodating to this context, it is probable that we
have to move away from more conservative and didactic approaches
and offer students the opportunity to pursue their interests
through a more progressive curriculum that allows for greater
flexibility, which has already been referenced by the Comission
on Education of Health Professionals for the 21 Century."?

Recognizing my lack of perspective concerning the insufficient
access to research for medical students in the Global South and
the issues specific to their context, it is my sincere hope that this
acknowledgment serves as a catalyst for collective action. By
shining a spotlight on this critical gap, I aim to stimulate not only
self-reflection but also motivate fellow colleagues and
stakeholders to redouble their efforts in implementing
comprehensive research initiatives in the Global South. Only
through a concerted commitment to addressing these disparities
can we pave the way for a more inclusive and impactful medical
education system worldwide. Thus, despite their unwavering
dedication to the medical profession, many aspiring doctors in
the Global South find their educational journey marred by a
significant dearth of access to essential research materials,
impeding their ability to stay abreast of cutting-edge medical
advancements and hindering the development of a more robust
academic foundation. Acknowledging this disparity is a vital step
towards fostering a more equitable and inclusive educational
landscape, ensuring that aspiring healthcare professionals
worldwide have equal opportunities to engage with the latest
medical knowledge and contribute meaningfully to the field.

How Can it be Made Accessible?

Although changing medical curriculums is a demanding and
time-consuming task that takes many years to be fully completed,
there are quick and practical measures that can be better
implemented. As highlighted recently, horizontal mentorship
arrangements might aid upcoming students to feel more
contented asking peers questions, which enables companionship
among colleagues and raises communication standards.’® From
personal experience, this is vital as it allows for discussion
between colleagues in different year groups, which otherwise
would not interconnect and allows for the passage of valuable
knowledge. Or through the creation of a medical student research
committee, which has already shown to dramatically increase
student participation in research and substantially increase both
inter- and intra- department communication, and aid in the
dissemination of student research as a whole.' These measures
are fundamental, as most students remain largely uninformed
about research projects performed at their medical faculty.”
Among other forms of support, research departments should also
include quotas in order to support students that face publication
charges or through new strategies that motivate principal
investigators (PIs) to accommodate more undergraduate pupils

Figure 1. Flowchart on Some of the Proposed Changes and their
Intertwining.
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Practically implementing the proposed changes in medical
curricula involves a systematic approach. To initiate horizontal
mentorship arrangements, the identification of willing mentors,
development of a structured program, and orientation sessions
for both mentors and mentees are key steps. For the creation of
a medical student research committee, it is essential to form a
dedicated committee, define clear objectives, conduct training
workshops, and ensure seamless integration with department
structures. Addressing publication challenges through quotas
and incentivizing PIs involves collaboration with the
administration, introducing financial support, and communicating
the benefits of student involvement. To raise awareness,
incorporate information about these initiatives in orientation
programs, maintain regular communication channels, and
encourage faculty engagement. Continuous evaluation through
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feedback loops and the adaptation of strategies based on
insights will ensure the ongoing effectiveness of these changes.
By carefully implementing these practical measures, the proposed
changes can be integrated into the medical education system,
fostering a collaborative and research-oriented environment that
enhances the overall learning experience for students.

However, it is crucial to anticipate and address potential
counterarguments to these proposed changes and implementations.
As for example, concerns about resource constraints, asserting
that the allocation of additional resources for such initiatives may
be impractical given tight institutional budgets. Another
counterargument could center on the perceived limited impact of
these measures on the overall medical education course,
contending that while beneficial for fostering community and
research participation, they might not directly enhance the
fundamental medical education & research objectives. Resistance
to change within established systems may pose a significant
hurdle, as faculty and administrators may resist alterations
perceived as disrupting traditional structures. Skepticism about
the effectiveness of quotas to support students and concerns
about compromising the quality of research by encouraging PIs
to accommodate more undergraduate students may also be
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