
 Demystifying the Admissions Process – for UCSF PROPEL Students 
(Produced by the UCSF School of Medicine Office of Post Baccalaureate and Outreach Programs 2025) 
 
1. Getting started: Do the research!  Read about medical schools/PhD Programs by visiting their Web 
page. You can find general information about the application process at these sites:  

https://students-residents.aamc.org/ 
https://meded.ucsf.edu/admissions-md-program 
 

Read the Medical School Admission Requirements (MSAR from the AAMC). It contains a lot of useful 
information about specific medical schools.  
  
2. Application to specific medical schools programs: What are these?  
MD   MD/PhD 
MD/MPH  MD/MS 
PRIME  
  
3. Application: Review the AMCAS website in detail!  Review application instructions and study the 
application!  We will have another seminar in which we go over the AMCAS in detail to introduce you to 
the application. 
  
4. AMCAS Application Specific Categories: Think of the AMCAS application as a forum for you to 
give biographical information to the schools.  
Other Impactful Experiences: family, education, language, economic (include this information in 
biographic section as well) 
Experiences: Quality not Quantity. Make sure you list all important experiences including research, 
posters and publications, community service, employment, teaching, and awards. 
Personal Statement: Start thinking about what you want to say on this page now. 
Why MD/PhD Statement: Start thinking about what you want to say on this page now. 
Research Essay (10,000 characters): have your PI and a trusted research mentor review this with you. 
Academic information: schools attended, grades, courses taken (all), MCAT scores (all are shown) 
Institutional Action or misdemeanor or felony explanation: listed and explained. 
  
5. Secondary Applications: What is included in this process?  
This includes a request for further information such as letters of recommendation and often additional 
essays. Private schools tend to send secondary applications to everyone. UC schools will only send a 
request if they are interested in learning more about you. At UCSF, applications are screened and not all 
applications are selected to receive a secondary application; approx. 500 students are interviewed.  
 
6. PreView and Casper/Altus Tests:  Some medical schools require either the PreView or Casper tests 
prior to interview. PreView is administered by the AAMC, and is a standardized exam designed to 
assess examinees’ understanding of effective pre-professional behavior across eight core competencies 
for entering medical school. PreView: https://students-residents.aamc.org/aamc-preview/aamc-preview-
professional-readiness-exam. The Casper test has a similar function but is not exclusively used for 
medical school assessments. This test has an additional section that includes video response, recording 
your answers. Not all medical schools that require Casper, require the second section. Casper: 
https://takealtus.com/casper/.  
 
KIRA TALENT test: is an on-line asynchronous admissions tool in which applicants answer pre-
designated interview questions in a timed recorded platform. As of 2022, to our knowledge, UCI is 
employing this platform. In 2024, CDU is also using this platform during interviews. 
 

https://students-residents.aamc.org/
https://meded.ucsf.edu/admissions-md-program
https://students-residents.aamc.org/aamc-preview/aamc-preview-professional-readiness-exam
https://students-residents.aamc.org/aamc-preview/aamc-preview-professional-readiness-exam
https://takealtus.com/casper/
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Sticky Note
When you apply to MSTP programs you must apply on AMCAS

jessicaallen
Sticky Note
These are the academic requirements. Make sure you have all the pre-reqs for the program you need to apply.

jessicaallen
Sticky Note
These are options to an MD/PhD. Lots of different types of programs that allow you to research in medical school. Not all require a full PhD
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Sticky Note
PRIME - PRogram In Medical Education
Serving specific populations that may be medically underserved.
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Sticky Note
Select a school that has research that you are interested in.  It will make you a better candidate for that school as well.
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Sticky Note
Really important to add in all of this information to give the admission committee the full picture of your background.

Only give what you feel comfortable sharing, but the information you share can give context to  impactful experiences

This is a very short essay, but include all the thing that could have had an impact on your education.
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Sticky Note
15 experiences, 3-4 sentences per.

With each entry you have 3-4 sentences to describe. (Write about what you did.  Most important.) Quality is more important than quantity.


If you had to work in college, even if you were working in the lab, put that down.  Working to support yourself is a barrier and it's important to let the admission committee know.

If you have a lot of jobs, you can combine as "various employment experiences" so you have more space for other experiences.

Will pick 3 and write more about those experiences.  

Pick the experiences that are meaningful to you because that will come across the most authentically.  MD/PhD want a variety of perspectives in the cohort

Can focus on research here even if you are going to talk more about it in your research experiences.
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Sticky Note
This is your opportunity why you want to go into MD/PhD.  Why both of these degrees?
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Sticky Note
You'll need to input ALL of your grades.


Enter the course name EXACTLY as it appears in your transcript to make verification easier.

Your GPA may look different on AMCAS as it organizes classes in different ways.

Any classes you took (even in high school).  Also community college courses. Include everything, including repeats of course.  If you attended a private school where they wipe off old grades, you still need to enter that old grades.

Some schools allow Pass grades for core classes if it was taken during the pandemic.

MAPPD is a great way calculate your AMCAS GPA

Most med schools are looking for your BCPM (Biology, Physics, Chemistry, Math) and your total GPA
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Sticky Note
Recommendation: take MCAT before you apply on AMCAS. 

Some schools have minimum MCAT score requirements.

MCAT scores are good for 3 years
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Sticky Note
Institutional Action: maybe grades were low and you had a doc, or under-aged drinking.  

Not a problem, just need to explain it.  Growth is the most important thing.
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Sticky Note
Will take 4-8 weeks to verify your application (will verify your transcripts). Early applicants will be verified faster than late applicants.

Won't know your AMCAS GPA until your application is verified.
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Sticky Note
Send your essays to 1 or 2 people that you really trust.  (don't do so many that you get conflicting critiques)

Have your faculty mentor review your Research Statement.
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Sticky Note
Some secondaries are automatic, some are selective.  Depends on the school
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Sticky Note
AI can get you started on your essays, but you want it to be in your own words.  AI will sound like AI, not like you, so reform it so that your voice comes through.

Your own lived experience is going to be much more interesting and authentic than a generic AI essay.
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Sticky Note
Not as intense as MCAT, but still take practice tests before taking these.

Also a lot of FAP resources (AAMC MCAT materials) you can only get once in a lifetime even if you qualify multiple times (it expires after two years)
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Sticky Note
These are filmed interview questions without a person present.

Not a test to "study" for, but you should still be aware. Not as intense as MCAT
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Sticky Note
Administered AAMC

jessicaallen
Sticky Note
Very detailed application that will take months to complete.  Start early!
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Sticky Note
Demographics very important.  Make sure all information is in there to give them a complete picture of you.

It will ask for family income.  May require a discussion with your family to answer this question.

If you worked during college, that would be fewer hours you had to study.  They would like to know that to fairly assess your application
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Sticky Note
Who are you? Why medicine?  What have you done to explore it?

Gives you an opportunity to introduce yourself to medical school.  What are you about?  Go beyond research.
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Sticky Note
No one way to get these degrees.  MSTP is the most efficient path, but it's not the only path.
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Sticky Note
Want to have a research advisor read this and give you feedback.
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Sticky Note
FAP - Fee Assistance Program (like FAFSA).  You get lots of resources free, taking PreView test for free.

Even if you aren't sure, apply for FAP as it saves you a lot of money!
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Sticky Note
Apply early (May to mid June).



When should you take these tests?  Most schools that require these tests do not have a specific 
deadline to take the test, however there are a few schools that require you take the test before you 
complete your secondary. Check the applicant websites for deadlines at those schools that require these 
tests. As a rule of thumb, you should take the test prior to your interview.  
 
7. Letters of Recommendation: 
At UCSF, applicants are asked to submit a minimum of three letters of recommendation, (including 
two from instructors). Useful letters are from instructors who know you well. Also helpful are those 
who show supportive evidence of your work and contribution to research, community service, or 
health-care related field.  
   
How many do you need? How many are too many? 
How do you ask for a letter of recommendation from a professor? 
What type of class/professor is required for letters? 
Does it matter if your letter is written by a “hot shot” researcher, Nobel Prize winner? 
What about a letter from your research P.I.? 
What about character references or recommendations from family friends, neighbors, grade school 
teachers?   
 
8. Invitation to interview 
    Traditional one-on-one 
     MMI 
     Panel Interviews 
     Post Interview Etiquette:   

Do you write a note of thanks? 
Do you provide a letter with additional “new” information? 

 
9. What Happens Next? 
     After the interview you will either be accepted, wait listed, put “on hold” or  
     declined 
     What to do if you are wait listed 
     Multiple acceptances:  the AAMC requires that applicants who receive multiple 
     acceptances narrow their list to three schools by a specific date, then narrow the 
     list further to one school by the end of April.  
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Sticky Note
Have at least 5 letters.  You want someone who knows you well.

You should have a at least 2 science letters (academic) and 1 solid research letter to apply to MSTP.   Need to have a person who can speak to your contributions and your motivations (what you want to do as a researcher).  Identify your mentor that knows who you are.

For science letters, you want a professor that you got to know you pretty well (you went to office hours a lot).

Ask "can you write me a 'strong' letter of recommendation."  If they say yes, send them a CV, set up a meeting to chat and let them know what you are doing now.

Some schools will tell you which specific types of letters you need.

TA can write a letter and have professor co-sign the letter.
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Sticky Note
5 letters is a good number to shoot for.
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Sticky Note
No more than 7.  You will have to pick recommenders once you get your secondary.
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Sticky Note
Try to have at least 2 science letters.

When you request the letter from someone you worked with AND took a class with, make sure to ask them to indicate that you took a class with them.
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Sticky Note
What matters is if they know you well.

If you're asking a postdoc or junior researcher, it's ok to have a professor co-sign.  But a "hot shot" person is only helpful if they know you.
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Sticky Note
If you've done research for more than a year, you should have a letter from that PI.
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Sticky Note
These aren't as helpful.  They want to know what you have to contribute to science/medicine.

If it's an employer situation and it was for several years, that might be ok.  Needs to focus on professional skills not on personal reference
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Sticky Note
Multiple Mini Interviews.
Enter a virtual room and read a prompt and answer (sometimes role play/scenarios)
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Sticky Note
Up to you.  It might just get put in your file and not considered.  But if you're really excited about the research (it doesn't hurt).

If you write thank you notes, don't say "if accepted, I will go to school" unless it's actually true.  

Not a requirement.
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Sticky Note
Some med schools will accept new information, some will not (check their website).  Only if you've been interviewed

Examples:
Waitlisted at another school
Conference presentation
Publication

Can be a very short letter.
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Sticky Note
Should accept a place if it's a school you're interested in (even if you got in somewhere else).  You could get a spot at that school if someone else declines the offer.
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Sticky Note
Can hold on to waitlists, but you will need to narrow acceptances.  

MD/PhD will want more clarity, and won't want to wait too long.  But it's ok to go to second look weekend for those with acceptances.  Ask to talk to students at those second look to help you make your decision.
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Sticky Note
https://meded.ucsf.edu/prospective-students/additional-opportunities-pre-medical-students

All UC Medical Schools have postbac programs (except San Diego).

1 year long program, apps open on Dec 2nd.  Similar to AMCAS.  Deadlines: 1st time applicant March 10th, re-applicant March 5th (for UCSF).

SOM postbacs are considered graduate students.  Minimum GPA for sciences 2.8 at UCSF.  Overall minimum GPA 2.94

Only 11 students.  Have MCAT prep over the summer by medical students.  Take upper division science courses at UC Berkeley.  Journal Club.  And clinic work improvement process.  

Recommend applying to all postbac programs in the consortium (UC).  95% of students get into US medical school.
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Sticky Note
More interviews for MSTP programs.  Will interview with research professors
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Sticky Note
Who would you recommend going to to get help in the next 6 months?  - Trusted mentors.  Your primary mentor, your secondary school, and your clinical mentor.  Want them to determine if it's a well written essay and does it convey 'who you are and why this path' in the essay.  

What activities to do in the next 6 months? - Do what is important to you.  Med schools aren't looking for people who look exactly the same.  When you write or talk about those activities, it will be easy to demonstrate your passion.
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Sticky Note
How important are clinical hours vs. research experience?  - You should have some exposure to medicine before you apply to demonstrate you know what you are getting into.  Research is very important for MSTP
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Sticky Note
How do we approach Personal Statement essay and Why MD/PhD essay? - who are you? why medicine? what have you done to explore it?
Why MD/PhD - what would this degree do for you?  What doors would it open?  Seeing how your research is applied clinically.
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Sticky Note
Is important to put hobbies/interests? Or if all of that isn't really taken into account until interviews? - Med schools like see you have a life outside of school, but if you have more than 15 experiences, don't take up space with hobbies/interests.
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Sticky Note
If you worked in a lab outside of your research interest were able to get into a lab in that said interest, how did they combat that? - The work you are doing right now can be applied to other research and being able to identify that is still important.  Pointing out that you haven't been able to do the thing you want to do, and MSTP would get you that opportunity, is actually a great thing to point out and is exactly where they want you to be.
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Sticky Note
Should I lean on research experiences (poster presentations, etc) over volunteers/clubs if applying to MSTP? - You can combine things, like poster presentations or conferences and list all conferences.  So combining things might be the way to being in the most experiences needed.
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Sticky Note
If you have a specific focus, it's not an advantage or disadvantage to note it in your application.  You will find a place that can support that and be rejected from the places that can't support that thing.




