The “Gouge” for selection into Emergency Medicine at Portsmouth
The residency selection process is always stressful, and at times it seems as though the process for selection is somewhat arcane.  But actually the process is as fair and reasonable as possible with so many competing priorities.  It’s absolutely crucial to understand that, like promotion boards, you’re not being considered; your record is being considered.  This “gouge” (or advice) sheet is intended to help you intelligently assemble your best record for consideration by the selection board.  We hope you find it useful.  Much of the information is aimed at the General Medical Officer level, but applicants of all levels should find it applicable.

The single best predictor of success in an EM residency is a record of sustained pattern of achievement throughout your career.  Be sure your CV reflects such a pattern.  The EM candidate pool becomes even more competitive with time, so candidates who are “pack players” and haven’t demonstrated extra motivation usually aren’t competitive.  Tell us how you’ve broken out of the “pack.”  
The selection board uses a system of points to choose residents.  These points are awarded primarily by objective scales.  For instance, you receive points for your performance during medical school, internship, and your GMO/UMO/FS tour. Clear demonstrations of interest and aptitude in the specialty are awarded points.  The interview is incorporated into that score. Scholarly works, such as research projects that have been accepted for publication or have been published, are awarded bonus points.  Bonus points are also given for prior military service, especially medical military service.

Some suggestions to improve your package and point score:

1. Engage in an activity that demonstrates your interest in Emergency Medicine.  Some examples of possible activities:  Teach paramedic classes.  Become an ATLS/PALS/ATLS instructor, and teach several classes.  Become active in your EMS program.  If your facility has an Emergency Department, try to move some of your clinical duties there, or spend enough time there to receive a substantial letter of recommendation from an Emergency Physician, preferably one we know.

2. Write a paper worthy of publication or become involved in a research project, especially one with applicability for EM.  Call a review journal, like Emergency Medicine or Resident and Staff Physician, and ask them what type of article they would be interested in receiving.  If you’re unfamiliar with writing scholarly articles, find someone can mentor you by collaborating on a project.  If you’re having difficulty, call one of my faculty and ask them.  I guarantee that if you call an academic faculty member and show interest in participating in research, you’ll receive an enthusiastic response.  Close relationships built during research may also provide an opportunity for a strong letter of recommendation from these mentors.  
3. Seek recognition for your stellar performance in your current job.  Some line Commanding Officers are unaware of Medical Corps awards, such as Flight Surgeon of the Year.  Contribute in a meaningful way, above and beyond your usual daily job.  Examples:  Improve the way jobs are done at your clinic or ship.  Develop excellent lectures and take them on the road.  Write a computer program that actually makes life easier.

4. Help us to get to know you and become convinced of your interest and aptitude in Emergency Medicine.  Sometimes, we only learn of someone’s interest when we receive a request for interview and application.  This isn’t seen as problematic, but can’t be scored as highly as a person who has worked with us and who has demonstrated their enthusiasm and aptitude for EM over time.  Consider taking TAD time to come work with us.

5. Join an EM Professional Organization, like ACEP, SAEM, or AAEM.  Consider also joining the military or government services chapters or interest groups from those organizations.  It’s usually much cheaper for trainees or military.  Be active, and help in a committee or working group.

The above suggestions will improve your point scores in the category of “Post-internship Tour” and “Potential for success in the specialty”, as well as the bonus point category of “Scholarly activity”.  
The standard CV recommended by the GME Selection Process is very basic, and usually provides too little information.  Expand and elaborate on your CV.   They don’t impose a limit on your CV, but we do ask that the information remain pertinent to this process.  Tell us what you did in your job.  Accentuate the details that resonate with emergency medicine.  Don’t just say “Group Surgeon.”  Instead, say “Group Surgeon:  Deployed for 8 months to Al Assad with MEU XX.  Ran the first-response section, including a paramedic-training course for 30 corpsmen, all of whom qualified for EMT-I upon return.  Directly cared for 50 combat casualties.  Field-promoted by BGEN XX to coordinate all medevac assets in the region.  Upon return to CONUS, served as one of five physicians revising FMF Corpsman preparatory training which was implemented throughout the USMC.  Etc.”  
Read through the package you’re providing to the board and compare yourself to the average person during medical school, then internship, then your GMO/FS/UMO years, then in the category of “demonstrated interest and aptitude in Emergency Medicine.”  Consider asking someone else to do the same, for objectivity.  Be sure your package gives the board enough information to judge those categories well.  Don’t make the board dig for information.  The board will review over 120 Navy, Army, and Air Force records three times each in one afternoon .  This is not the time for modesty.  Make your strengths clearly apparent.

If you are able to make suggestions to those writing your letters of recommendation, ask them to give specifics of why and how you’re better than the competition.  Interestingly, all of our applicants seem to be “the best physician their CO has ever worked with in their entire career.”  But why?  What did you do that sets you apart from others in a similar job.  Realize that the great majority of GMOs take their role very seriously and do a fine job and maintain readiness at a high level and demonstrate a high level of professionalism.  What puts you over the top?  Perhaps you could give your letter-of-rec writers some examples of your best work.  You’ve given the Navy some excellent work.  Those specific accomplishments matter much more than laudatory fluff.  Be sure your “above and beyond” work is apparent to the Board.
For Intern applicants:  The GMO applicants will have the advantage in the selection process, in that their GMO tour and completed intern year will be considered in awarding points.  But a motivated intern can potentially out-score a less motivated GMO.  Be sure that your strengths are clearly apparent, and that there is no question about your aptitude and interest for the specialty.  

I am always happy to discuss your plans and application package.
Sincerely,

J. Dave Barry, MD
LTC, MC, USA
Residency Director
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