IMPROVING NEW GRADUATE SUCCESS AT MISSISSIPPI STATE UNIVERSITY COLLEGE OF VETERINARY MEDICINE (MSU-CVM)

Mark Russak D.V.M.

Director of Student Affairs

Mississippi State University

College of Veterinary Medicine
BACKGROUND:

Approximately 6 years ago, the administration at the MSU-CVM looked at the readiness of our new graduates to assimilate into the world of Veterinary Medicine post graduation. They decided that the students were not being well enough prepared to face those realities or for financial success. Student debt was rising and new graduates needed become productive as soon as possible.

It was found that most students had minimal or no appreciation of finances (both business and personal), human relations, communication, community service and leadership. Students’ expectations for life after graduation were not reasonable and employers also had unrealistic perspectives of new graduates.

It was decided that students needed more “real world” training and that hiring successful practitioners to teach was the best answer for delivering that model. We produced great Doctors; we wanted to produce great practitioners and successful people. 

In 2003 I was hired as a primary care clinician with the additional duty of teaching the so called “soft skills” – all of the non- academic tools needed for success. This was accomplished with a multiple modality approach.

ACTION:

· Our 2+2 curriculum was perfect to implement the new teaching philosophy. (2 years of didactics followed by 2 years in clinics)

· “Teaching by doing” was one of our approaches. This was accomplished by emphasizing Primary Care in the teaching hospital.

· Presently our Primary Care rotation is 6 weeks long. We have 8 - 10 third year veterinary students and 1 or 2 veterinary technician students assigned to the service.

· We do all of the wellness and sick care, plus daytime emergencies for the VTH. Primary care is the gatekeeper as it is in private practice. This gives students the most realistic approach to practice. 

· We have 4 clinicians with a combined practice experience of over 65 years; plus an AVBP resident and a clinical instructor.

· We offer dermatology, behavior, shelter and dental services through Primary Care as well as all routine non-orthopedic surgeries. Our students will have spayed and neutered anywhere from 25-100 owned animals before they graduate. They can spay a large dog in 20-30 minutes without help. (very productive)

· They learn communication, finances and HR on the job each and every day…more effective then lectures alone. (learn by doing)

· The clinicians model communication and bonding behaviors.

· Our case load increased from 5-6 cases per day to over 20…this offered a great variety of medical and surgical experiences in a controlled teaching environment.

· Clients appreciate our “High tech - Hi touch” approach (increasing our case load).
· Students get to practice what we preach.

· All clinical case discussions include non-medical aspects as well as the medicine and surgery.

· For the past three years we have been offering a 2-week elective open to juniors and seniors on the Art and Business of Veterinary practice. The class is always full and the reviews have been outstanding. I do some of the lectures but the bulk of them are from outside expert speakers, most of who are graciously sponsored by our industry partners. Without their support this could never happen.

· These students learn the business of veterinary medicine and refine their “soft skills” so as to immediately be productive in practice. A win-win for the practice and the new graduate.

· Salaries and job satisfaction have been improving for our graduates, and practice owners and managers are happier with these “educated” associates.

· We are adding a communication elective based on the Institute for Health Care Communication Modules.

· We are revamping our 1st and 2nd year professional development course to include more ethics, team building, personal finance and career alternatives

SUMMARY: 

The long term jury is still out but based on feedback from both recent graduates as well as practitioners, the direction we have chosen appears to be the right path. We continue to constantly evaluate and tweak the program. 

Well prepared graduates = increased productivity = higher income = debt reduction and professional and personal satisfaction. 

