
The Passport Admissions Guide to the Personal Statement

Over the last 14 years, we’ve helped thousands of students across all realms of the
admissions process (college, medical school, residency, the healthcare professions, law
school, business school, and everything in between).

That’s a lot of Personal Statements.

As a result, we’ve learned what works and what doesn’t. We’ve discovered how to help
people convincingly articulate their dreams and stand out among the pool of applicants.
It’s no easy task, but we’re here to make it simpler than it seems.

This guide will take you step by step through the Personal Statement writing process,
regardless of your academic level or discipline of focus, to help you navigate this daunting
challenge and produce an exceptional essay.

Want more one-on-one guidance? BOOK A FREE MEETING with our expert advisors!

http://www.passportadmissions.com/meetus


Where Do I Start? What’s the ‘Hook’ of My Personal Statement?

What if we challenged you to write your opening hook right now? What would you write?
Go ahead - take a crack at it in the space below:

Maybe you came up with one, maybe you didn’t. But our guess is that it wasn’t easy and
you didn’t feel satisfied.

We know it’s tricky, but the entire goal of the first paragraph is to grab attention and give
the admissions reader a key glimpse into your voice and personality.

It’s great if the opening hook has a natural connection to your long-term goal, but don’t
worry TOO much about that.

Start by asking yourself the following questions:

1. Is any aspect of your background or experiences particularly unusual?

Examples:
● You were a child actor in Toys-R-Us commercials
● You grew up working at your parents’ Harley Davidson motorcycle dealership
● You earned your pilot’s license before you learned how to drive
● You emancipated yourself from war-torn Ethiopia and emigrated to the US alone at

the age of 17
● You ran a side business as a magician and performed at birthday parties

These are all real stories from our past students, but they are a minority! Don’t feel bad if
you don’t have a story like this! We have many more options for your hook.

If you do have a story like this, GREAT, definitely use it as your opener as a way to stand out
and be memorable. Don’t worry if it seems disparate from your hopeful major, degree, or
career path. There’s always a way to make that connection (more on that later).

2. Have you ever left a group, organization, or community better than you found it?

Examples:
● Integrated mental health into your school’s PE curriculum
● Created “Elder Tech” program to help nursing home residents use technology
● Designed JUUL attachment and phone app to help people quit vaping
● Established water filtration systems in impoverished Ecuadorian villages
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● Founded a new mentor-mentee system for international students at your college

We often call these experiences “Capstone Projects.” Yours does not necessarily have to be
as large in scale as the examples we listed above. It just needs to be an example of a time
you showed initiative to fill a gap or need in the communities around you.

Admissions committees (at all levels) LOVE to see this kind of impact.

If you have something like this, AWESOME, it’s a perfect way to open your Personal
Statement. It will immediately set a positive tone and impress readers. Again, don’t worry
if it feels hard to connect it to your ultimate goal (we’ll cover that later).

3. Can you share a meaningful experience of you advocating for others?

Examples:
● Working as a Big Brother or Big Sister for a child with Asperger’s
● Translating for Spanish-speaking patients at a free clinic
● Helping a friend, classmate, or peer find treatment for their eating disorder
● Tutoring prisoners to help them earn their GED
● Acting as a court-appointed special advocate (CASA) for a kid in foster care

These forms of personal impact lend themselves to interesting narratives that will show
your value to others right away.

Typically, you can use this kind of story to illustrate driving principles in your life and core
qualities of your identity. Then you can explain how these same principles relate to your
future goals (yep, you guessed it - more on that later).

4. Can you “nerd out” and show your intense passion for a subject?

Examples:
● Hosting ‘Philosophy Nights’ to discuss thought experiments with your peers
● Giving tours as a docent at an aviation museum
● Making endless attempts to bake tasty gluten-free desserts
● Researching and dutifully counting your ‘macros’ to ensure optimal nutrition
● Taking apart and refurbishing vintage video game consoles

Even if this interest doesn’t perfectly connect with your long-term goals, readers respond
well to passion. The more specific the details, the better.

The goal here is to show your dedication, follow through, and exploratory nature. Then
you can explain how you will apply this same passion and curiosity to your future goals
(okay, okay, you get it now - more on that later).

The HALL OF SHAME - Hooks to Avoid at All Costs!

Here is a short list of don’ts when it comes to your opening paragraph:

● Don’t open with a quote from a famous person (extra shame if it’s a super common
one from Einstein, Gandhi, MLK, or Mother Theresa)
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● Don’t claim you’ve wanted to be a ______ (doctor, lawyer, etc) for as long as you can
remember or “ever since you were a young child” (even if it’s true)

● Don’t say that you come from a long line of ______ (doctors, lawyers, etc) and want to
follow in their footsteps (even if it’s true)

● Don’t tell a story where you’re uninvolved or not an active participant
● Don’t write about events, issues, statistics, or data in an expository way that sounds

like a research abstract or academic paper

Good Hooks are Counterintuitive

If something on your path has surprised you or upended your expectations, it might be a
great thing to use as a hook. Chances are, it will surprise the readers, too.

Cotton candy. Heavy metal music. American Ninja Warrior. Not what you’d expect to
encounter in palliative care. But then I met Jimmy, a teenager with terminal cancer. A few
months earlier, the words “children’s hospice” almost seemed like an oxymoron…

I’ve always been known for my sweet tooth, but I never expected that all the gummy
worms and peanut butter cups would lead me to medicine. Growing up, I was resented for
my lightning-fast metabolism, never gaining weight despite my sugary indulgences. On
the outside I seemed healthy, but my sweet tooth had a secret cavity. At 18, I was
diagnosed with secum diverticulitis and told that I had the digestional tract of a
60-year-old…

Good Hooks are Contrarian

To illustrate this idea, let’s look at a cliche hook from our list of don’ts and make it better:

Even as a child, I had medical aspirations. I remember using my toy stethoscope on my
three younger siblings as we ‘played doctor.’

This type of narrative is expected. It could benefit from a reversal:

When my six-year-old nephew told me he wanted to be a doctor, I didn’t give him a high
five or tell him “that’s awesome.” Instead, I asked, “Are you sure? That’s a pretty tough job.”
I know it sounds harsh, but it’s the same question I was asked growing up. There are
several doctors in our family, but they never push the career on their children. Instead, the
career choice is more of an interrogation.

Good Hooks are Morally Ambiguous

Again, let’s take a bad example and make it better:

Ever since doctors cured my grandfather’s cancer, I have wanted to pay forward that
same service to other patients and their families.

This type of narrative is too straightforward. It needs more tension and ambiguity:

I couldn’t understand my grandfather’s decision to give up. When he looked the doctor in
the eye and refused treatment, my heart sank. The prognosis was grim, and he did not
want to endure more chemo with such a low recovery rate. To me, the 5% was worth the
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agony, but I was being selfish. My family pleaded with the doctors to help change his
mind, but they had to respect his decision. It took me years to realize this was the humane
thing to do.

Remember the hook you (hopefully) wrote earlier?

With our advice in mind, take a shot at revising it:

Paragraph 2: Where Do We Go from Here?

OK, so you’ve opened the Personal Statement with an amazing, attention-grabbing hook
that illustrates your voice, personality, and unique story.

See, that wasn’t so bad! But where do we go from here? Well, sometimes forward,
sometimes backward, sometimes sideways. It all depends.

Paragraph 2 should accomplish one or more of the following objectives:

1. Explain pivotal moments that shifted your path towards your current goal

This works best if you used strategy #1 (unusual background or experience) in developing
your hook.

Example:

After emancipating myself from war-torn Ethiopia at age 17 and earning my way into
UCLA, I searched for coursework and experiences that would help me empower other
victims of oppression and gender discrimination. Even in the “Land of the Free,” I
discovered disparities for minorities, such as lack of access to contraceptives and
disproportionate rates of maternal and fetal fatalities among Black women. I took courses
in public health and women’s studies while volunteering at a local Planned Parenthood
facility. Over time, all of these experiences coalesced into my goal to become a women’s
health nurse practitioner (WHNP), allowing me to guide women through daunting health
problems and counsel them on sexual and reproductive decisions.

2. Back up in time and give the “origin story” behind your aspirations

This works best if you used strategy #2 or #3 (capstone project or advocacy story) in
developing your hook.
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Example:

I never thought I’d be using my engineering and software skills to combat the epidemic of
vaping addiction. When I was younger, my dreams revolved around building aircraft or
programming the next popular RPG, rather than designing a tiny attachment on a JUUL.
In general, smoking was the furthest thing from my mind, as I had been repeatedly
warned of its severe, pervasive health effects and its unshakable addictive properties. But
then I found myself as a college freshman, reveling in each puff of my vape as a way to
relieve stress, fit in socially, and best of all, drop 25-30 pounds of extra weight. However,
getting to a healthy weight led to another challenge: battling my newfound addiction to
nicotine. Soon enough, I was researching cessation strategies, talking to addiction
specialists, and recruiting my engineering friends to build our app and attachment. Ten
months later, we were presenting our prototype to a panel of investors and scientists.

3. Form a creative connection between your hook and your long-term goal

This works best if you used strategy #4 (intense passion) in developing your hook.

Example:

Those long, enlightening, and sometimes hilarious conversations at ‘Philosophy Nights’ -
discussing The Trolley Problem, The Chinese Room, or The Ship of Theseus - are
representative of the sheer pleasure I derive from debate and argument. People
constantly told me that I should become a lawyer, but I preferred the dilemmas and
questions that arose from uncharted territory, rather than a strict application and
interpretation of pre-existing laws. If we can modify someone’s genes, should we? What
are the limits of artificial intelligence? How far can we take cyborgian technology? I grew
drawn to science and bioethics, eventually exploring research that focused around the
human genome and neuroscience, with the goal of creating new breakthroughs and
ensuring ethical policymaking in their implementation.

You should think of this paragraph as the “When?” of your Personal Statement, the
background of twists and turns that has led to your current vision.

This paragraph should not be long! Yes, you’re usually covering a lot of ground, but we don’t
need your WHOLE life story. Admissions committees care more about recent experiences.

Feeling inspired?

Before moving on, try to write your own “origin story”:
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Paragraph 3: Nailing Down the “Why”

So, you’ve now taken the reader on a bit of a journey, hopefully bringing them up to speed
and arriving at the present or recent past.

We’ve come to the middle, or heart, of your Personal Statement, so we want to nail down
the “Why” behind your scholarly and career motivations before we get too deep into the
narrative.

You might be tempted to wait until the end to make this declaration, but in our experience,
this can annoy some readers who don’t want to be kept in limbo.

This “Why” declaration is sometimes the hardest part of the Personal Statement - how do
you convincingly and succinctly explain WHY you want to be a dentist? A speech language
pathologist? A lawyer? A financial analyst?

Yes, it’s tough, but it MUST be done. If you dance around this question, you might end up in
the proverbial “slush pile” on an admissions officer’s desk.

We invite you to use one of our three “hacks” for tackling this WHY question:

Don’t waste your time trying to come up with a profound reason admissions committees
have never heard. Instead, put your own spin on old ideas and say them in a new (or at least
personalized) way.

Our examples will focus around “Why medicine?” but they can easily be applied to any
discipline or aspiration.

Hack #1. The Selfless + Selfish Dichotomy

Most “Why” reasons we see are selfless:

I want to use medicine to protect the underserved and help them restore control over their
health.

Not bad, but it ignores a crucial component: how your dream career will fulfill and
stimulate you. In this case, very few doctors spend their entire careers being selfless, so this
“why” seems unrealistic unless it’s complemented by your own self-interest.

Medicine will allow me to protect the underserved and help them restore control over their
health, which I see as the most fascinating and fulfilling way to pay back the lifesaving
efforts of physicians in my immigrant community.

Just by adding the “fascinating and fulfilling,” we see what you get from the career. Those
aren’t particularly selfish, but there’s more personal relevance behind the motivations.

So add a little selfishness to your “Why” to see if it makes it more convincing.

Hack #2. The “Why” Stew
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The idea behind this hack is to show your aspiration as the ideal combination of several
things you cherish. Let’s say you want these ingredients in your stew: a) intellectual
stimulation, b) helping others, and c) leadership.

From my clinical exposure, I’ve realized that medicine is the only career that would fuse
my love for physiology with my love for building relationships and solving problems, all
while giving me the chance to be a mentor and lead teams towards successful outcomes.

This collage has a comprehensive feeling to it, giving the reader fewer holes to pick apart. If
you’re pursuing medicine, you wouldn’t want the reader to see your reasons and think,
“Okay then, just become a social worker, teacher, nurse, etc.” This strategy helps prevent
this type of skepticism from happening.

The precise ingredients of the stew will vary from applicant to applicant, but this flexibility is
exactly why this hack is so successful.

Hack #3. Confirm by Contrast

This works especially well for candidates with experience in an outside field other than their
dream career. If that career is medicine, this outside field could be business, software, or
public health, but it would also work for anyone with research, teaching, or counseling
experience (which in our experience is most pre-meds).

With this technique, you’re comparing your dream career with other roles you’ve pursued:

As rewarding as it is to run experiments and develop lifesaving drugs, my clinical
interactions with patients have highlighted the human connection that’s missing from my
work at the research bench. Rather than having an indirect impact behind-the-scenes, I
want to use my knowledge and problem-solving on the frontlines to make a tangible
difference in patients’ everyday lives.

NOTE: this does not mean you belittle the other field. Instead, you show how your dream
career offers your favorite aspects of the other field while also giving you something you
currently lack.

Which hack seems best for you?

Choose one or use a combination of them to write your own “Why?”:
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Paragraphs 4 and 5: Do You Have What It Takes?

Once you’ve nailed down the “Why” behind your motivations, you need to show the
admissions committees that you’re building the foundational skills and key insights for
success in your chosen career path.

It’s smart to make a short list of the qualities you believe are necessary for your chosen path
- leadership, critical thinking, initiative, emotional intelligence, innovation, etc. - and then
decide which of your experiences most align with those qualities.

Try to limit yourself to a few experiences and show a duality between intellectual
components (i.e. problem-solving skills) and emotional components (i.e. sensitivity,
advocacy, compassion). Dedicate one paragraph to each experience/quality.

It’s fairly easy to transition into these paragraphs; consider something like:

With this vision in mind, I have sought out experiences to prepare me to embrace the
interpersonal and intellectual demands of the career.

So, what makes these paragraphs convincing?

Let’s consider some Before and After examples so you can see for yourself.

DIRECTIONS: Read the excerpt below and consider what changes you’d make, both
big-picture and small-picture.

BEFORE EXAMPLE 1:
When I started my Global Health minor, my vision became clearer. Global health involves
helping those who are often ignored by medicine. I knew that medicine was not like Grey’s
Anatomy or Dr. House. There are people who are left behind. I knew what it felt like to be
an outsider, as I would transition from a nanny to “one of the girls” in high school and
college. I knew how lonely it felt when my dad didn’t have the proper insurance during his
job loss, and we didn’t know what to do. My vision in medicine is to level the playing field
for all people seeking medical care by doing what fulfills me the most. In the end, it all
came together. Volunteering in the ER, interning through Pathfinder, and shadowing
doctors helped me discover my calling.

Step 1: Remove inappropriate language

Make a short list of words/phrases from the except that don’t seem appropriate:

Your list:

_____________________________________________________________________________________
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Our list:

Grey’s Anatomy
Dr. House

Even though the student is specifically saying medicine is NOT like these TV shows, it still
seems like the wrong context or reference point, especially in relation to global health.

Mentioning pop culture versions of medicine is usually ill-advised, and this candidate can
make her point just as effectively without them.

Step 2: Show more personal value as a candidate

At this point in the essay, the candidate should have already explained her motivations
towards medicine, so the final few lines of this paragraph feel redundant.

We don’t have a lot of characters to spare, so she’d be better off showcasing the value of her
global health minor (the skills, insights, lessons, etc.):

AFTER EXAMPLE 1:
My rotations at Pathfinder and ER volunteering exposed me to diverse, underserved
patients, and these interactions inspired me to pursue a Global Health minor to help those
marginalized by medicine. On a smaller scale, I knew what it was like to be an outsider, as
I transitioned from a messy-haired, sweaty-faced nanny to “one of the girls” at school. I
knew how lonely and unsettling it felt when my dad didn’t have insurance during his job
loss. Global health offered avenues for putting this empathy into action and showed me
the importance of solidarity, in which physicians work WITH patients, not just FOR them.
The minor taught me about large-scale entities that govern and dictate the health of the
masses, and the tools needed to make healthcare more attainable. The minor also
instilled cultural competence, responsibility, and social justice.

DIRECTIONS: Read the excerpt below and consider what changes you’d make, both
big-picture and small-picture.

BEFORE EXAMPLE 2:
My interest in providing culturally competent care and helping marginalized people in
medicine helped me during an Expresscare shift when I eased the fears of an
undocumented teenager who thought he might have HIV after one of his several partners
was infected. It felt empowering to explain STDs, safe sex, HIV, and PreP/Truvada, all in
order to help the NP determine a course of action. I loved advocating for patients who
didn’t have proper insurance, and felt gratified when the NP and I found another clinic
where patients could receive affordable care.

Step 1: Include above-and-beyond contributions

There are two aspects that stand out as being underdeveloped: the candidate’s scope of
responsibility and her above-and-beyond efforts. After some brainstorming, she was able to
add meaningful details in these areas.

NOTE: this does not mean that you should create a laundry-list of all your tasks and
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responsibilities. It means focusing on the actions and efforts that exceeded expectations.

Step 2: Emphasize impact on others

Sometimes a paragraph needs more examples so that the one story doesn’t seem
anomalous, but rather the norm. Giving 2-3 examples of your impact will show your range.

AFTER EXAMPLE 2:
My background helped me ease the fears of an undocumented teenager who thought he
had HIV after his partner was infected. It felt empowering to explain STDs, safe sex, HIV,
and PreP/Truvada, making the patient feel more in control. In this role, I often contacted
clinics that admit uninsured patients to help others access care during vulnerable times.
My global health training also helped me coach a black woman through a difficult
delivery alongside nurses. Through my numerous Maternal Health classes, I knew that
black women have double the maternal mortality rates, and case studies suggest that
valid concerns are often not taken seriously. Therefore, I made sure to follow through on
requests, such as taking temperature and BP when she felt feverish. I remained at her side
for the last couple hours of delivery, and she said she felt safe knowing someone was there
for her. As a physician, I will implement these valuable lessons in my practice to make
every patient feel as safe and cared for as possible.

Ready to work on your own paragraphs?

Start by making a list of the necessary qualities for your career path and your experiences
that have built those skills:

Qualities Experiences

Now take a crack at proving that you have “what it takes” for the career, utilizing details and
examples to show your qualifications:
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The Conclusion: Make a Lasting Impression

Alright, so you’ve shown the admissions committees the key experiences and crucial skills
you’ve developed to prepare you for your career path.

Now it’s time to wrap everything up neatly and succinctly, while also packing a powerful
punch that makes a dominant impression and answers the final question: “Why you?”

The two biggest mistakes applicants make in their conclusions are:

- Reiterating their motivations for the career, which is a redundant waste of space
- Writing vague, generic sentences that could fit into ANY applicant’s conclusion

So, you want to write a conclusion that belongs to your essay - a paragraph that includes
stylistic callbacks to the earlier parts of the narrative and reiterates the main reasons why
the admissions committee should choose YOU.

In our following conclusion example, our applicant has touched upon the following items
earlier in her essay:

- An intro that makes a humorous comparison between Hannah Montana and her
own life as an afterschool nanny

- Her financial disadvantages and her family’s struggles with lack of health insurance
- Her clinical volunteering with medically underserved patient populations
- Her academic background in global health

DIRECTIONS: Read the excerpt below and consider what changes you’d make, both
big-picture and small-picture.

BEFORE EXAMPLE:
In the end, my path in deciding to pursue medicine, especially a medical career that
focuses on the medically underserved, was a culmination of years of life experience and
exploration into the field. It started as a love of basic science, which led to choosing
biochemistry and cell biology as a major. The ER volunteering gig introduced me to clinical
medicine, and the Palomar internship confirmed that becoming a physician was my
calling. My experiences as an outsider, and a person who had to juggle multiple lifes
challenges, made me especially sensitive to those who are marginalized and
overwhelmed, inspiring me to pursue a career in medicine that focuses on bringing care to
marginalized folks.

Step 1: Balance your voice with professionalism

Make a short list of words/phrases from the excerpt that don’t seem appropriate:

Your list:

_____________________________________________________________________________________
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Our list:

volunteering gig
marginalized folks
*my calling

Normally, there’s nothing wrong with ‘gig’ and ‘folks,’ but they seem a bit colloquial for a
personal statement. Again, the candidate could communicate the same message without
these words, so it’s not worth using diction that could be misconstrued.

*Although ‘my calling’ isn’t too informal, it’s a rather cliche phrase that might make the
admissions committees recoil in disgust.

Step 2: Add more style, cut down on summary

This is a common problem for conclusions. In school, we’re taught that the conclusion
should merely summarize the main points of the essay. But that’s short-sighted and
ultimately pretty boring. Yes, you need to reiterate certain aspects, but you should use
stylistic callbacks when doing so.

Another common problem is candidates spending too much time restating “Why” reasons,
rather than emphasizing what THEY can bring to the table.

AFTER EXAMPLE:
Although my Nanny Montana days are behind me, this experience has helped me
empathize with patients who are forced to manage multiple obligations and move
between differing realities. I have experiences from across the healthcare spectrum, as
both a loved one of an uninsured patient and a scholar looking to improve conditions for
all in the long-term. My background as an outsider, who had to juggle multiple life
challenges, made me especially sensitive to the marginalized and overwhelmed, inspiring
me to pursue a career in medicine that focuses on empowering others and protecting
their well-being.

Ready to wrap up your Personal Statement?

Once you’ve written the intro and body paragraphs, make a list of the main themes or
items you’ve covered, then write some sentences that connect these elements of your past
to your goals in the future:
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Optional Section: Explaining Past Academic or Behavioral Issues

Sometimes, applicants will feel the need to explain a potentially alarming aspect of their
academic background or conduct (low grades, probation, institutional action, etc).

If you think you fall into this category, odds are you’re right. It’s wise to control this aspect
of your narrative by writing about it in the Personal Statement, as opposed to leaving it up
to the interpretation of the (often) unforgiving admissions committee.

It’s typically best to insert this paragraph right before the conclusion. Follow this
sentence-by-sentence outline, and you’ll be just fine (or as fine as you can be!).

1-2 sentences to explain the factors that led to the issue:
It's wise to let the facts speak for themselves. If there were extenuating circumstances that
led to this anomalous blip in your record, make sure to include those as evidence, BUT
DON'T editorialize or try to make excuses for what happened. The goal in the beginning is
to just acknowledge and own up to the failure/mistake.

1-2 sentences to explain how you've rectified the issue:
This will depend a lot on your situation, but typically, it will involve some kind of additional
tutoring, office hours, retaken classes, better time-management, etc. It might involve
probation. Beyond explaining the requirements you fulfilled and your upward trend in
grades, discuss the ways you've sought to improve overall as a person.

1-2 sentences to explain the growth, personal qualities, and lessons you’ve gained:
Again, this will depend a lot on your situation. Perhaps there's some activity or endeavor
that you can use as "proof" of your growth as a person (i.e. tutoring other struggling
students or serving on the student judiciary board). If not, just explain what you learned
from the experience and how it's turned you into a better person moving forward.

Need to explain some elephant in the room to the admissions committees? Give it your
best shot in the space below:
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Bonus: Full “Before” and “After” Drafts of a Personal Statement

COMPLETE “Before” Draft:

Throughout high school and college, I have been supporting my family in more ways than
one. My mother needed a lot of support due to her bad arthritis and physical limitations. It
was not the most ideal situation, and it felt like I was living a double life. I went to a pretty
good high school since my parents wanted me to have a decent education, but the kids
there were protected and shielded from most inconveniences in life. Someone from my
background was not very welcome. It was jarring, as vapid girls my age talked about
going to equestrian classes and how they knew someone on the Yale admissions
committee, while I came to school from my two-bedroom non-air-conditioned home that
my family of four shared. I was a nanny at the age of 12 and would juggle taking care of
3-4 kids every week. My dad unfortunately got pretty ill during this time (brain aneurysm
and subsequent recovery), so it was definitely a weird time. I got brutally harassed by a girl
at school after she found out about my living situation, so I learned to form two identities.
In school, I was someone who fake-laughed with people and sympathized with the horrors
of a girl’s parents buying a pony she didn’t like. I pretended to act excited for another girl’s
European vacation (in reality I was jealous).

My decision to become a doctor was a culmination of events and experiences that led to
an eventual realization, rather than one single revelation. When I first started at my
university, I was an 18-year-old who had no clue what to do in life. For one year, I explored
pharmacy and finance, but the drudgery of the work made me turn away from these
professions. At the start of my second year, I decided to volunteer at the ER to see what the
hospital environment was like. Looking back, this mundane decision was a godsend of
exposure and clarification. I went into the ER expecting to give out glasses of water and
wheel patients around. But it was a lot more. I saw patients who were experiencing the
worst moments of their lives, and I was beyond my comfort zone. However, I loved
interacting with patients, enjoyed being in the hospital, and had a knack for talking and
making people feel better.

I started the Pathfinder Internship to determine whether I wanted to be a nurse or a
doctor. The first three months of the internship were at the Oncology/General Care Unit,
where it was incredibly depressing. I felt so helpless seeing people die. Nurses and doctors
were mainly just keeping people alive, as most patients were already permanent victims
of cancer or chronic unregulated conditions. I did the rest of my rotations at an urgent
care clinic and birth center, which were way less depressing, and many times patients left
feeling better. During this time, I realized the doctor’s role matched me better than a
nurse; I liked how doctors had creative control to create optimal treatment plans for
patients. I had already shadowed two interventional cardiologists and an orthopedic
surgeon, and I knew I wanted to have a connection with patients and create medical care
that suited their needs. Also, by this time, I had started my global health minor, and was
learning all about preventative care, women’s health, and disparities in healthcare. The
combined clinical care experiences, my interest in science, and the global health minor all
came together in a beautiful way to point me into medicine.

During this same time, I started my Global Health minor, and my vision became clearer.
Global health involves helping those who are often ignored by medicine. I knew that
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medicine was not like Grey’s Anatomy or Dr. House. There are people who are left behind. I
knew what it felt like to be an outsider, as I would transition from a nanny to “one of the
girls” in high school and college. I knew how lonely it felt when my dad didn’t have the
proper insurance during his job loss, and we didn’t know what to do. My vision in medicine
is to level the playing field for all people seeking medical care by doing what fulfills me the
most. In the end, it all came together. Volunteering in the ER, interning through
Pathfinder, and shadowing doctors helped me discover my calling.

My interest in providing culturally competent care and helping marginalized people in
medicine helped me during an Expresscare shift when I eased the fears of an
undocumented teenager who thought he might have HIV after one of his several partners
was infected. It felt empowering to explain STDs, safe sex, HIV, and PreP/Truvada, all in
order to help the NP determine a course of action. I loved advocating for patients who
didn’t have proper insurance, and felt gratified when the NP and I found another clinic
where patients could receive affordable care.

In the end, my path in deciding to pursue medicine, especially a medical career that
focuses on the medically underserved, was a culmination of years of life experience and
exploration into the field. It started as a love of basic science, which led to choosing
biochemistry and cell biology as a major. The ER volunteering gig introduced me to clinical
medicine, and the Palomar internship confirmed that becoming a physician was my
calling. My experiences as an outsider, and a person who had to juggle multiple lifes
challenges, made me especially sensitive to those who are marginalized and
overwhelmed, inspiring me to pursue a career in medicine that focuses on bringing care to
marginalized folks.

COMPLETE “After” Draft:

Throughout high school, my life felt like a less glamorous version of Hannah Montana.
While Hannah transformed into a pop star after school, I transformed into a nanny. And it
wasn’t any regular babysitting job either; at my peak, I managed a gaggle of 14 kids. In
one way, school was a sanctuary; there was order, cleanliness, and a schedule. After
school, it was all diaper-and-tantrum-filled chaos.

The juxtaposition between home and school was also pronounced due to money. I didn’t
understand my classmates’ wealth until they started talking about equestrian classes and
Maseratis. Although my life was by no means fun, I chose to stay home for college since
my family needed my presence. My father had a brain aneurysm when I was 14, and my
family was still facing the remnants of that event.

After earning my way into a UC college, I dabbled in finance, pharmacy, and psychology,
feeling somewhat clueless about what I wanted. Earlier, I had tentatively chosen a
biochemistry major, and over time the pre-med path grew more intriguing. I decided to
volunteer in the ER during my second year, a weekly commitment that allowed enough
time to assist my family again when my dad lost his job. It was one of the best decisions I
ever made, especially since the entire ER team went out of its way to expose me to the
field. I grew to love each shift as I interacted with people, observed action-packed
procedures, and worked in tandem with staff to smooth out workflow. Around this time, I
shadowed cardiologists and orthopedic surgeons, and loved the atmosphere of teamwork
and patient care. Medicine drew me in, but I was still unsure about what particular role I
would fill.
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I received the direction I needed during my Pathfinder Internship, where I first rotated in a
hospice ward to help terminally ill patients. As I tried to make their passing more dignified,
it reminded me of my dad’s recovery, when my family was given no clear prognosis. I knew
that patience and presence of mind were key. Even if death was certain, these patients
needed help maintaining normalcy. I continued to Expresscare, a small clinic which
diagnosed a wide variety of underserved patients. Later on in the Birth Center, I observed
OB/GYNs creating long-term and short-term solutions that fundamentally shaped
patients’ lives. I wanted to be in a similar position, confidently resolving health issues while
providing comfort through both knowledge and bedside manner. Whether it was ER
doctors turning off a defibrillator gone awry, OB/GYNs working through unanticipated
surgical challenges, or cardiologists providing long-term care, these physicians embodied
the roles I wanted to play: decision maker, advocate, and trusted healer.

My rotations at Pathfinder and ER volunteering exposed me to diverse, underserved
patients, and these interactions inspired me to pursue a Global Health minor to help those
marginalized by medicine. On a smaller scale, I knew what it was like to be an outsider, as
I transitioned from a messy-haired, sweaty-faced nanny to “one of the girls” at school. I
knew how lonely and unsettling it felt when my dad didn’t have insurance during his job
loss. Global health offered avenues for putting this empathy into action and showed me
the importance of solidarity, in which physicians work WITH patients, not just FOR them.
The minor taught me about large-scale entities that govern and dictate the health of the
masses, and the tools needed to make healthcare more attainable. The minor also
instilled cultural competence, responsibility, and social justice.

This background helped me during an Expresscare shift, as I eased the fears of an
undocumented teenager who thought he had HIV after his partner was infected. It felt
empowering to explain STDs, safe sex, HIV, and PreP/Truvada, making the patient feel
more in control. In this role, I often contacted clinics that admit uninsured patients to help
others access care during vulnerable times. My global health training also helped me
coach a black woman through a difficult delivery alongside nurses. Through my numerous
Maternal Health classes, I knew that black women have double the maternal mortality
rates in America, and case studies suggest that valid concerns are often not taken
seriously. Therefore, I made sure to follow through on requests, such as taking temperature
and BP when she felt feverish. I remained at her side for the last couple hours of delivery,
and she said she felt safe knowing someone was there for her. As a physician, I will
implement these valuable lessons in my future practice to make every patient feel as safe
and cared for as possible.

Although my Nanny Montana days are behind me, this experience has helped me
empathize with patients who are forced to manage multiple obligations and move
between differing realities. I have experiences from across the healthcare spectrum, as
both a loved one of an uninsured patient and a scholar looking to improve conditions for
all in the long-term. My background as an outsider, who had to juggle multiple life
challenges, made me especially sensitive to the marginalized and overwhelmed, inspiring
me to pursue a career in medicine that focuses on empowering others and protecting
their well-being.
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