
 
 
 
 

 
 

TIPS FOR GAINING CLINICAL EXPERIENCE 
 

CLINICAL SHADOWING 
 
• Seek out clinical shadowing experiences with a variety of clinicians, spending at least ½-1 day each 

with the following assortment of clinicians: 
• Primary care clinician 
• Medical specialist 
• Surgical specialist 
• At least one clinician in a different but similar career (i.e., if you are interested in dentistry, 

also shadow a physician or optometrist or podiatrist) 
• If, clinical shadowing is not an option, consider the following alternatives: 

• Inquire about the possibility of “shadowing” clinicians by observing telehealth sessions 
• Conduct informational interviews with a variety of clinicians 

 

DIRECT PATIENT INTERACTION 
 
• Volunteer in a hospital, clinic, or hospice: 

• This approach is a common first step, as volunteer positions do not require formal training 
and the weekly time commitment is fairly low (typically ~4 hours/week). If you are interested in 
finding a position of this sort, do a web search to find the contact information of the volunteer 
coordinator of the facility where you would like to volunteer. Aim to find a position that allows 
you to interact directly with patients in a truly clinical setting in the hospital (in the Emergency 
Department, for example, not the Welcome Desk or gift shop). 
 
Other options:  

• Volunteering with a crisis hotline (remote patient interaction) 
• Volunteering at a blood donation center (in-person patient interaction) 
• Volunteering as a contact tracer (remote patient interaction) 

 
• Clinic Assistant and/or Medical Assistant: 

• Although medical assistant certification programs exist, they are geared toward high school 
graduates. It is fairly common for clinics to provide on-the-job training to college graduates 
who are hired to serve as a clinic assistant. This type of work would allow you to interact 
directly, in a hands-on role, with many patients per day in a clinic. Many of our pre-health 
students have found work as clinic assistants in primary care, dermatology, otolaryngology, 
dental, veterinary, physical therapy, and optometry clinics. 
 
 

• CNA (Certified Nurse Aide):  
• This is a hands-on, roll-up-your-sleeves job that allows you to serve patients in a direct and 

caring way. Most CNAs work in long-term care facilities, which means that they get to develop 
real relationships with the patients they serve. This position requires hard—and, at times, 
dirty—work. That said, if you become a CNA and carry out your work in a way that 
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demonstrates your respect and care for each individual you serve, you'll not only provide a 
bright spot in your patients' days but also will continually develop your bedside manner. This 
work provides abundant evidence of your dedication to compassionate patient care. There 
are LOTS of local CNA jobs available, so it is common to find paid part-time positions—but 
the quality of those positions can vary widely. You can complete CNA certification at a 
community college, technical school, and at some assisted living facilities. Here in the Boulder 
area, a popular CNA training center is Compass Nursing Arts. Be aware that training courses 
cost several hundred dollars and the pay is relatively low, so it may take a few months to 
recoup your investment in the training course if working part-time.  

 
• Home health aide or personal care attendant (through an agency or private party): 

• This type of work is similar to that of a CNA, but in a home-care setting. Many such agencies 
and private parties will provide on-the-job training. This type of direct patient care experience 
is highly valued, but pre-health students who engage in home health care should supplement 
it with volunteer or work experience in a hospital or clinic so that they are exposed to the type 
of work environment where they will practice as a future clinician. 

 
• EMT (Emergency Medical Technician): Work on an ambulance or as an emergency department 

technician  
• This position can be a great fit for pre-health students who are drawn to fast-paced, dynamic 

work. You would need to complete an EMT training course (which costs more than CNA 
training). Potential downsides: Depending on where you hope to work, it may be hard as a 
newly-minted EMT to find an ambulance job, and ED tech jobs may require overnight shifts. 
Do some research on the work options in your area before committing to an EMT course. 

 
• Phlebotomist:  

• In this position, you would get lots of practice at setting people at ease when they are afraid of 
needles. Potential downside: You only spend a very short period of time with each patient, so 
the nature of the work may not be as rewarding as some of the other positions on this 
list. Note: Some hospitals provide on-the-job training.  

 
• Psychiatric Care Technician:  

• Some residential mental health institutions provide on-the-job training. 
 

https://www.compasscna.com/


Guidelines for getting the most out of your clinical shadowing experiences 
adapted from the work of Laurence A. Savett, M.D., retired pre-health advisor, 

formerly at Macalester College and University of St. Thomas 

Among the most important choices in life is that of a career and life’s work. This single choice is 
influenced by one’s values, aspirations, self-assessments, and personal expectations, as well as 
evaluations of the uncertainties and costs—time and money—on one’s personal and family life.  The 
choice of a career in health care is all of that! It is, in a word, complex.  

In order to learn what it’s like to be a clinical health care professional, you should observe how 
clinicians in your intended field spend their days and how they approach their work. 

We suggest that you pay attention to the following logistical factors in the work of the clinicians you 
observe. How do they:  
• Allow time for the unexpected?
• Stay current in the profession?
• Address uncertainty?
• Integrate personal and professional life?

We also encourage you to think deeply about the example each clinician sets for their approach to 
caring for patients. After each shadowing experience, consider the following questions: 
• What did I learn from observing interactions with the patient about:

• The patient’s illness?
• What is going on in the patient’s life that may have importance in dealing with the illness?
• The clinician-patient relationship?
• The importance of spending enough time?
• The importance of engaged listening without interruption?
• How the healthcare provider reasons and makes decisions?

• What did I learn, not only about the patient, but from the patient?  What did the patient teach me?
• What did I learn about what it’s really like to be a clinician?

A broad question for you to consider after each shadowing experience is, What did I learn?” There a 
lot to learn from clinicians, from the patients, and from the patients’ families. Experienced clinicians 
know that patients and families are important teachers.  

If the clinician whom you are shadowing is open to sitting down with you to discuss the above matters 
at the end of your shadowing day, you can gain additional insights. You may want to share these 
guidelines at the beginning of your shadowing experience so that you may have shared goals. Most 
professionals appreciate the opportunity to reflect and teach. 

We suggest that you keep a journal of your experiences and reflections. Writing down observations 
and reflections is a valuable way to process your learning experiences and to keep records in 
preparation for the application process.  
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how Do I Shadow a Doctor?

What should I wear and what should I bring?

Dress professionally and comfortably: dress pants and a 
tie for men, dress pants or a dress for women, and closed-
toed shoes you can walk in all day. Bring a notebook. Ask 
questions and take notes in between patients, not in front 
of them, and prepare some questions ahead of time. 

Should I talk to patients?

The doctor is required to introduce you to each patient 
and explain that you are a pre-medical student, so expect 
to talk to patients. Some people may be uncomfortable 
having you in the room during an examination or the entire 
appointment, so you may be asked to step out. Other 
patients may ask you questions about yourself, school or 
your plans to become a doctor. In either case, it’s important 
that you keep all patient information private. You may be 
required to sign a HIPAA compliance document stating that 
you will not disclose any patient information or details that 
could lead to patient identification.

What should I do afterwards?

Write a thank you note to give the doctor on your last day 
that thanks them for their time. If you think it went well, 
ask for a letter of recommendation right away. Don’t wait 
until you need it because the experience may not be fresh 
in the doctor’s mind by that time. Reflect on what you’ve 
learned from your shadowing experience and write down 
anything you may want to remind yourself of when you’re 
writing your personal statements for medical school.

for More InforMatIon pleaSe vISIt:

KevinMD.com: www.kevinmd.com/blog/ 
2010/06/tips-students-shadow-doctors.html

Shadowing a doctor is a great way to find out if a career 
in medicine might be right for you. It’ll give you a better 
understanding of what a doctor’s typical day is like, and 
may give you good experience to talk about in your 
applications and interviews for medical school. It’s also 
a great way to gain familiarity with the vast number of 
different medical and research environments, as well as 
specialties.

how do I find a doctor to shadow?

If you have a relationship with your own doctor, or know 
any doctors, start by asking them. Likley, this will be 
your strongest and best resource to find a shadowing 
opportunity. You can also ask your teachers, professors, 
and pre-med or academic advisors if they know any doctors 
that other students have shadowed in the past. If you’re 
in college, leverage any relationships your school may 
have with a medical school or hospital on campus. It’s also 
okay to contact hospitals through their volunteer office, or 
search online for local doctors with specialties that interest 
you. Call their office or email them at least a few weeks 
before you’d like to begin shadowing. 

how should I ask them?

Express why you want to shadow this person specifically. 
Maybe someone recommended them or maybe they 
practice a specialty that interests you. Briefly tell them 
where you go to school, any medical or research 
experiences you’ve had, and your goals. Be courteous and 
professional. Many doctors welcome opportunities to talk 
to students, so if you get turned down, ask other doctors.

how long should I shadow?

Arrange something that fits both the doctor’s schedule 
and your level of interest. You may only want to spend one 
day with them, or you may want to shadow a few hours 
a week for several weeks or months. If you have the time 
in the summer or over a break, you may want to shadow 
full time for an entire week. Find out what the doctor is 
comfortable with or what has worked well in the past. 

http://www.aamc.org/aspiringdocs
http://www.kevinmd.com/blog/2010/06/tips-students-shadow-doctors.html
http://www.kevinmd.com/blog/2010/06/tips-students-shadow-doctors.html
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