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YEAR 3, WEEK 17:
STARTING THE SURGICAL CLERKSHIP
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This week, Derek begins his surgical clerkship.
WHAT IS THE SURGICAL CLERKSHIP?
The surgical clerkship is a two-month core rotation required of all clinical medical students. Students are
assigned to a general surgery service for one month and to a surgical subspecialty (such as trauma
surgery, vascular surgery, or breast surgery) for the other month. During this clerkship, students help out in
the operating room during surgical procedures, while also becoming proficient in the care of patients who
are awaiting surgery or have just completed it, managing problems such as infections and surgical
complications.
Exhausting and at times exhilarating, the surgical clerkship asks a great deal of medical students. Work
often begins as early as 5am, and the hours are longer during this rotation than almost any other. In the
course of a day on the surgical clerkship, a student may interview and examine multiple patients in the
morning, attend team meetings ("rounds") to discuss patients, and assist in surgery while the surgeon
quizzes the student about the procedure. Students work in shifts, which can be as long as 24-30 hours
when the student is on call.
HOW DO STUDENTS EXPERIENCE THE SURGICAL CLERKSHIP?
The surgical clerkship is physically, emotionally, and intellectually demanding, and many students enter it
with at least some apprehension. Being part of a surgical team is psychologically demanding, requiring
physicians to relate to patients in very different ways throughout the day. During surgery, physicians must
consider patients impersonally, in order to cut into them when they are unconscious; physicians also
interact with the patients and their families on a very personal level, often while patients and family
members experience strong emotions like anxiety, sadness, or relief.

The social experience of being a member of different surgical teams can also be challenging. Surgical
teams, made up of surgeons, nurses, and technicians ("techs") are close-knit, having worked together for
years. Some surgeons and surgical teams will be warm, welcoming, and make every effort to include
students in the procedure and teach as they work; others may be brusque and to-the-point, quizzing
students constantly and sometimes harshly.
As a result of the intense demands of the surgical clerkship, many students feel overwhelmed at times.
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HOW CAN I SUPPORT DEREK DURING THE SURGICAL CLERKSHIP?
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especially thoughtful: Founded in 1765, the University of Pennsylvania Perelman School of
Medicine is the oldest medical school in the United States.
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