Becoming a doctor (part 2)

The first two or three years of medical school are the pre-clinical years.

The student learns anatomy (the bones, muscles and organs of the human body), physiology (how the body works), biochemistry (the chemical reactions occurring in the body’s cells), pharmacology (the chemistry of drugs) and pathology (the study of diseases). 

There is much to learn. The body has over 50 organs, 100 joints, 200 bones, 400 nerves, 500 arteries and 600 muscles, as well as 8 meters of gut and 100 square meters of lung. Every cell carries 10,000 genes on two meters of DNA in 46 chromosomes. There are 3,000 known inherited diseases and another 50,000 acquired diseases. More than 20,000 drugs are available to treat these diseases.

Only the foolish medical student tries to learn all this. The wise student learns only the basic facts. He tries to view the whole, rather than the details of its parts. He must gain a “feel” for how the body works and heals. In future years, this feel for the body will remain when the details are forgotten.

The later (clinical) years at medical school are spent in hospitals learning about illness. Illness is what the patient feels that something is wrong with him. A disease (for example, diabetes) can produce a wide spectrum of illness, depending on how the patient copes with the problem. Some people with diabetes feel that they are crippled and worthless; other people with the same disease live normal and active lives. One person who has a cold goes to bed for a week; another person goes to the doctor for some medicine; another person does not even think that he is ill. The student must learn how the patient’s beliefs, personality and culture influence the disease. He must learn to use his personality to reassure and comfort the patient. When he can do this, he will be ready to perform operations and prescribe drugs.

The medical course in Britain lasts five years; in the United States it lasts eight. After the final examinations, the student may call himself a doctor, but he cannot practice medicine alone yet. He does a residency (one or two years); working under supervision, usually in a hospital. Much of their work is administrative and boring. They are usually too inexperienced to win the patients’ respect. They live, eat and sleep within the hospital, which sometimes feels like a prison. The exciting areas of medicine, such as heart transplants and “wonder drugs”, seem a long way away.

Residents learn that a degree in medicine is the beginning, not the end, of the road to success. Whatever branch of medicine the young doctor enters, he must study for at least three more years as well as doing a fulltime job. For some specialties, such as surgery, the young doctor will spend another ten years studying. Over half of all doctors now take postgraduate examinations later in their careers.

Medical school is not a passport to a glamorous and exciting life, and there are certainly easier ways to earn a high salary. Doctors have twice the rate of alcoholism, divorce, and suicide as other professional people, and women doctors often have difficulty combining medicine with motherhood. But the rewards of understanding, and occasionally curing, the diseases of the human body and mind, have no parallel in any other profession. 















