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Getting Accepted into Medical School

A condensed, application-by-application breakdown of what moves the needle — primary, experiences, narrative,
secondaries, and interviews.

MEDRISE MENTORS - PRE-HEALTH ADVISING SERIES

1. Anatomy of the Application

Four gates. Each one filters the pool before you reach the next.

1. Primary Application — AMCAS/AACOMAS: experiences, academics, personal statement. Submitted
once, sent to every school.

Secondary Application — school-specific essays: “why us,” ethical scenarios, diversity of thought.
Interview Invite — traditional, conversational, or MMI (multiple mini interview) format.

Acceptance — the committee has decided you're genuine, capable, and a fit.

2. The Primary Application

Four pillars determine your competitiveness. Academics open the door — everything else decides who walks
through it.

Academic Metrics — the gatekeeper

MCAT — an 8-hour standardized exam; M.D. median score is approximately 512

GPA — a strong competitive target is approximately 3.8

The Activities Section

15 experience slots on AMCAS. This is where applicants are won or lost — covered in full in Section 3.

Letters of Recommendation

A typical, well-rounded composition: 1 physician, 2 science professors, 1 non-science professor.

Personal Statement

Your story, told in 5,300 characters. Most cycles also allow an optional short adversity/disadvantaged essay.
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HIGH-YIELD PEARL

A high GPA/MCAT gets your file read. It does not get you accepted. Committees are screening for physicians,
not test-takers — and that judgment happens almost entirely in your experiences and narrative.

3. The 15 Experiences

Split into two tiers. The first tier is non-negotiable; the second rounds you out.

Tier 1 — Highest Priority

Clinical

Combine volunteer clinical work (nursing homes, free clinics) with paid clinical roles (patient transport,
CNA, scribing)

Target: several hundred hours minimum, building over multiple years

This is where you collect the patient stories that become the raw material for your narrative

Volunteering
Clinical volunteering (nursing homes, free clinics) is typically the most meaningful category
Non-clinical volunteering counts too — community service, tutoring, mission work

Target: 200+ hours. Admissions committees increasingly expect more, not less

Shadowing
Shadow 3-4 different specialties to show breadth of exposure

Target: 50+ hours

Shadow at least one physician who can later write you a letter of recommendation — treat this as
mandatory

Hobbies

You are a person, not just an applicant. Genuine, specific hobbies add a dimension that a transcript can't — they
make your file memorable in a stack of thousands.

Tier 2 — Rounds You Out

Research
Choose a topic that genuinely interests you, but be willing to take what's available early on

Commit to 1-2+ semesters minimum, consistently — depth matters more than total hours

Research-focused schools weigh this heavily in their selection criteria
Clubs & Leadership

Depth over breadth — one leadership role you meaningfully grew beats five lines of officer titles

Concrete, measurable impact (e.g., grew membership, launched a new initiative) stands out
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Paid Employment

Non-clinical work still demonstrates responsibility, time management, and financial independence —
frame it honestly

Sustained Engagement

Committees reward applicants who keep adding meaningful, connected experiences over time — not a
flurry the summer before applying

4. Building Your Narrative

Everyone applying has strong individual experiences. What separates accepted applicants is a through-line
connecting them into a coherent story.

The Framework

1. What are your interests?
2. Why do you want to pursue medicine?
3. What change do you want to make in the field?

Then prove that passion through your experiences — show it, don't just state it.

WHY A NARRATIVE MATTERS

A narrative is how you demonstrate compassion (how you talk about patients), empathy (when you placed
someone else's needs before your own), dedication (how you'll advance human care), and humility (that you
reflect and listen) — the four traits committees actually screen for.

Worked Example — A Two-Part Narrative

Part 1: A Disease-Specific Interest
Origin: a family member's illness created direct, personal exposure to a disease's effects — in this case,
Alzheimer's disease.

One year researching the condition in a lab setting

1.5 years volunteering at a nursing home, forming real relationships with residents

Some residents passed away; the applicant wrote reflections on those bonds — several interviewers later
asked about them directly

The reflections let the applicant articulate compassion through a specific, lived relationship — proof of being
more than an “I love science” applicant.

Part 2: An Underserved-Population Focus
Origin: family roots in a region with elevated rates of substance use disorder and child abuse, creating a personal
stake in an underserved patient population.

Clinical: patient observation across suicide, psychosis, and addiction

Shadowing: addiction psychiatry, addiction counseling, in/outpatient addiction services, mobile
medicine, addiction psychology
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e Research: prenatal ethanol exposure (fetal alcohol syndrome); bariatric surgery research connecting food
addiction to childhood trauma

e Initiative: conversations with social workers on regional child-abuse trends; attendance at AA meetings
and outpatient counseling groups

This thread became the dominant narrative of the application — service to an underserved population, grounded
in a specific, authentic personal connection.

5. Secondaries & Interviews

Secondary Application

*  “Why this school” — be specific to the program, not generic
*  Ethical scenario prompts — the goal is to demonstrate diversity of thought

*  Think through prompts in a way that's genuinely yours, not the “expected” answer

Interview

e Often conversational rather than rapid-fire (unless MMI format)
°  Expect: “Tell me about yourself” and “Why do you want to be a doctor”
*  Beready to navigate an ethical dilemma on the spot

*  Small talk matters too — be a person in the room, not a rehearsed script

6. The Numbers Game

A reality check before you start — meant to motivate preparation, not discourage you.

M.D. APPLICANTS / CYCLE MATRICULANTS / CYCLE ACCEPTANCE RATE / SCHOOL

Most individual schools see roughly 5,000-10,000 applicants competing for 130-150 seats. In-state applicants
typically have a meaningful edge at public schools — know your home program's numbers specifically.

7. Final High-Yield Advice

*  Choose experiences that genuinely interest you — authenticity reads clearly to committees
» Sustain those experiences across your entire college career, not just the application year

*  Excel where you commit — depth beats a scattered resume

e Track your hours from day one — you will need exact numbers for AMCAS

* Don't chase every “competitive” activity — chase the ones that build your story

*  This is a major commitment. You're pursuing it because you're capable of finishing it.
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Quick-Reference Benchmarks

HIGH-YIELD APPLICATION GUIDE

GPA

MCAT

Clinical hours
Volunteering hours
Shadowing hours
Research

Letters of recommendation

~3.8

~512 (M.D. median)
Several hundred

200+

50+, across 3-4 specialties
1-2+ semesters, consistent

1 physician, 2 science faculty, 1 non-science faculty

MEDRISE MENTORS - Connecting pre-health students with mentors who've been through it
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