Review of Pre-medical Post-baccalaureate Program at Columbia University  by Laura Weber graduate of Lang College and a second-year med student in Chicago who completed a post-bac at Columbia and lang alumn. , lweber4@gmail.com
In researching post-baccalaureate programs, it is important to ask if you will be given enrollment priority as a non-degree student. My experience at Hunter College, was that the full-time students and upper classmen, undergraduates enrolled first. In other words, there was not a guarantee for enrolling in the pre-medical classes in a timely fashion. Most schools have an advisor who can provide you with these details. I strongly recommend making an appointment with them prior to enrollment. 

Columbia University hosts information sessions for their program. Attending one is a good way to visit the school and learn more about the program and the application process for it.  

The pre-medical post-baccalaureate program at Columbia University is one of the oldest ones in the country and has a strong reputation. The course is rigorous and competitive, but very successful. As a first-year medical student, I have a greater appreciation for the number of my classmates who were accepted into at least one medical school. Medical school admission is an extremely difficult process and, success in this program, is a strong indication that a student will do well in applying to medical school. 

- Cost. The tuition is expensive, but so is medical school. If you think this program is a good fit for you, I would not let the cost deter you. 

- Curriculum. The course work includes the standard pre-medical requirements. The classes are very difficult, but excellent preparation for both the MCAT and medical school. Post-baccalaureate students can enroll in additional courses such as biochemistry. 
- Estimated medical school acceptance ~ 90%. Note that the program does not track students who enter into schools. My experience was that my classmates who continued through the program and did well, were accepted into schools. Many placed in some of the top medical schools in the country. 

- Linkage Programs. For interested and eligible students, linkage programs exist with schools like Mt. Sinai School of Medicine, SUNY Downstate College of Medicine, SUNY Stonybrook Medical School, Warren Alpert Medical School of Brown University, and Jefferson Medical College. The entire list is available 
- Advising. There are 3 full-time advisors for this program. They are well-experienced in the pre-medical process and are firm with advice such as application deadlines or requirements. This facilitation of the process is important. They also offer services such as personal statement workshops and mock, medical school interviews. 

- Clinical experience. The program requires some clinical work. Furthermore, there is a list-serve for the program that offers extraordinary opportunities. Renowned physicians and researchers utilize this list-serve to recruit post-bacc students. Through these advertisements, I worked in the Division of Pediatric Surgery at Columbia University Medical Center and was exposed to hundreds of pediatric operations.  For my application year, I worked as a clinical assistant to a Yale endocrinologist in her private practice in Manhattan. Other classmates acquired positions as assistants to Dr. Mehmet Oz for his radio programming or trained in organ donor services, to collect organs from clinics or hospitals.  

- General resources. The students in this program have access to the many resources that Columbia University offers. Pre-medical related resources include help-rooms for math and physics and a medical school fair where admissions representatives from schools across the country are available. More general resources include: academic support services, 24-hour libraries, the school’s gym, list-serves and private events such as forums the school hosts. 

Laura’s follow up email. 

I had enrolled at Hunter's post-bacc by meeting with the pre-med advisor in their pre-professional offices. Since the full-time undergraduates enrolled first, they could not guarantee that I would be able to take all the classes in a systematic way. For example, I might get into the biology lectures but not the labs. It was confusing and they mapped out a "what if" plan that included back-up options such as which labs were offered in the summer, etc. I also noticed how little guidance they provided. For example, that advisor (who apparently is no longer there) did not have application workshops or recommended deadlines. As I learned from Columbia, it is the kiss of death if you do not get your application in by early summer-- even though the AMCAS deadline is November 1st. 
I had not, however, enrolled in the City College program. So I am not sure if they have guaranteed seats for their students. In my lag year, I took biochem at CCNY (for financial reasons and I was also too intimidated by Columbia's chemistry department) and could not get into their physiology/anatomy class because of class size. Overall, these schools are crowded but a motivated student will be able to navigate them. CCNY also has excellent faculty that an interested student might be able to do research with. I prefer the environment of the city schools, but now have the perspective that the Columbia program is what I needed for the pre-med grind. I learned very quickly that hard work and motivation was not going to get you by in pre-med and I needed the support system they provide for physics and chemistry. Furthermore, I think they must have a reputation with the medical schools because my classmates are mostly all placed and I personally know ones at UCSF, Harvard, Yale, Columbia, Cornell, etc. And my GPA (<3.5) and MCAT (<30) probably would not have placed me into schools if I was coming from another program. A 3.6 or above and an MCAT over 30 from Columbia is the golden ticket for interviews.

The material in medical school is not as hard as the pre-medical curriculum but there is so much more of it. For example, in my biochemistry class the entire semester of CCNY biochemistry is 1/10 of my coursework. My challenge is not understanding it, it is trying to keep up with it. I spent Thanksgiving working on the biochemistry of blood coagulation alone. My friend, who is now at Emory, and I agree that nothing in medical school is as difficult as the Biology class at Columbia (remember, me bringing those exams to you??)

Here are some final tidbits I thought of:

1. During the lag year, take Biochemistry. I would also say an Anatomy/Physiology class. 

2. Ask the schools where their students are placed. Many do not have formal tracking programs, but it might give one a sense of the success of the program. 

3. Additional enhancement programs exist. For students who need to further strengthen their application, there are programs that enroll students into medical classes and often link them into their program. 

Example: Tulane has one for waitlisted students. My friend at Tulane said all 15 students from this program are in his class. http://www.som.tulane.edu/scb/acpinfo.htm. (I secretly wish I were living in New Orleans)

4. My school and others (Drexel comes to mind) have "Bachelor of Medical Science" programs that enroll students in some of first-year medical classes to enhance their applications. Honestly, being exposed to this stuff twice couldn't hurt.

5. In case it comes up, students looking for alternatives might want to strongly consider osteopathic medical schools over international ones. There are people who end up in the Caribbean schools, but they have last pick for residency and have their rotations all around the country (which is expensive).
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