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RESPONSE
To the Editor:

As clinical year students in the United Kingdom
currently considering future specialities, we found Coyan
and colleagues’' article particularly thought-provoking.
We agree that a lack of exposure is significant in reducing
students’ desire to pursue a career in cardiothoracic surgery.

One survey found only 13% of students would pursue sur-
gery” and further research from a UK deanery reported
cardiothoracic surgery as the least popular choice (3.6%).”
Subsequently, consensus was gathered from students and cli-
nicians nationwide, based on the Royal College of Surgeons
undergraduate surgical curriculum. It established essential
surgical knowledge for medical students and foundation doc-
tors—the UK equivalent of US resident physicians—current
clinical needs, and areas for improvement within curricula.”

We believe there is a lack of basic surgical exposure and
skills training overall, not just cardiothoracic exposure spe-
cifically. Universities have undertaken significant curricu-
lum changes to increase exposure to general practice (GP)
in keeping with the government’s mandate for 50% of med-
ical school graduates to enter GP training.” This recruitment
change was necessitated by the United Kingdom’s ageing
population, alongside the workforce crisis caused by a
disproportionate increase in the number of GP specialist
training posts versus training places, causing a 4% decrease
in the number of trainees.”’

Furthermore, the lack of anatomy teaching during clinical
years is apparent. Confidence in anatomy knowledge is core
to driving interest in surgical careers. Many foundation doc-
tors report that upon reaching their clinical placements, they
find they have forgotten essential knowledge that affected
their confidence to pursue a career in surgery.” Balance is
required to address the increasing demand for GPs whilst
maintaining sufficient surgical skills training, such that a
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shortage is not seen in key specialities and ensuring future
foundation doctors are not ill-equipped to handle surgical
presentations. Incorporation of dissection and anatomy
workshops and peer-assisted teaching of surgical skills,
including suturing in conjunction with formal observation
and assessment, may improve the delivery of surgical con-
tent. This addresses concerns regarding decreases in manual
dexterity and creativity amongst newer generations of stu-
dents.” Ultimately, clinical years should encompass a thor-
ough surgery department rotation to ensure competency in
basic surgical knowhow, skills, and anatomy.
Cardiothoracic surgery is often considered a competitive
specialty. Thus a lack of exposure to surgery skills and anat-
omy knowledge may lead students to believe that they are not
capable of pursuing a career in this specialty.'’ Currently,
medical school curricula in the United Kingdom are set by
the General Medical Council, with some input from the Med-
ical Schools Council and the Royal College of Surgeons.
Perhaps allowing students to tailor their medical training by
choosing modules early on could help them develop key sur-
gical skillsets before the foundation years. Mandatory classes
in surgical specialities could be introduced throughout all
years of medical school such that interest does not falter.
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Karanjeet Singh Sagoo, BSc (Hons)
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Reply to the Editor:

As yet another match day has
passed us by, the debate over the
lack of interest in pursuing a career
in cardiothoracic surgery continues.
Lodhia and colleagues' recently
provided an additional perspective of
medical students in the United Kingdom regarding their ex-
periences, or lack thereof, and how it impacted their pursuit
of a cardiothoracic surgery. With regards to exposure, many
have stated the impact of early and continued exposure to
cardiothoracic surgeons.”” As we have previously written,
the benefits of a cardiothoracic surgery rotation extend
beyond those who pursue cardiothoracic surgery,® and the
presence of cardiothoracic surgeons on medical school
curriculum committees and involvement with general
surgery departments is essential to provide exposure for
many individuals.

Perhaps the more important discussion is the perception
versus reality of interest and pursuit of cardiothoracic
surgery. In the most recent National Resident Matching
Program match data, there were a total of 459,049 students
who applied for the match with only 38 positions available
in (integrated) thoracic surgery. For those 38 spots there
were 120 applicants (78 of which were fourth-year medical
students) with a 100% fill rate.” In addition, in the match for
thoracic surgery independent programs following general
surgery, there were 96 positions with 88 filled, for a fill
rate of 91.7%.° These numbers indicate that cardiothoracic
surgery remains very competitive.

Cardiothoracic surgeons have remarkably transformed a
specialty in low demand with numerous unfilled positions
to one with many more applicants than spots. While we
should continue our current efforts to provide initial and
continued exposure in medical school, we should also focus
on attracting the best medical students and general surgery
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residents, and ensuring individuals who are bright and
motivated get an appropriate exposure to the field. The
demand for cardiothoracic surgeons nationwide will continue
for the foreseeable future. We are not going extinct.

Asvin M. Ganapathi, MD

Nahush A. Mokadam, MD

Division of Cardiac Surgery

Department of Surgery

The Ohio State University Wexner Medical Center
Columbus, Ohio
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Reply to the Editor:

®

We can only instill principles, put the student in the
right path, give him method, teach him how to study,
and early to discern between essentials and non-
essentials.

—Sir William Osler'
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