Academic Psychiatry (2021) 45:506-510
https://doi.org/10.1007/540596-021-01438-7

'DOWN TO EARTH' ACADEMIC SKILLS COLUMN

®

Check for
updates

What Should Faculty Advisors Know Before Advising Students

Applying to Psychiatry Residency

Lia A. Thomas'

- Dawnelle Schatte? - Gregory Briscoe? - Susan Lehmann* - Shriti B. Patel®

Received: 31 August 2020 /Accepted: 15 March 2021 / Published online: 25 March 2021
© This is a U.S. government work and not under copyright protection in the U.S.; foreign copyright protection may apply 2021

The process of applying to residency is fraught with opportu-
nity and anxiety. Medical students make many decisions in a
short time frame and often rely on faculty to help them navi-
gate this process. The faculty advisor—a role with no clear job
description—can be critical to the success of students making
the transition from medical school to residency, and prepara-
tion for this role varies by school and individuals.

We identify the following areas to be crucial in the role of
faculty advisor, and thus for faculty to be prepared to advise
on: the process of applying, letters of recommendations, per-
sonal statements, and interview preparation. This column will
also discuss some of the ethical issues that may arise when
serving as faculty advisor. Where possible, we will also direct
the readers to articles and additional resources.

Overarching Guidance

There is no one defined way to structure faculty advising.
Among the authors of this paper, one had a group of identified
psychiatric educators serving as faculty advisors, one institu-
tion assigned fourth year medical students to identified faculty
regardless of specialty match, and others had no formal struc-
ture. Given this variety, the authors wish to stress that faculty
advisors need do not need to know all the answers nor should
they work in isolation. Staying abreast of contemporary issues
affecting students applying in their current, match cycle is
important and reviewing listservs and websites of the many
academic psychiatric organizations can provide some
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guidance. In 2020, issues related to the COVID-19 pandemic
dramatically changed the landscape of psychiatry residency
applicant interviews across the nation. Interviews were virtual,
away rotations canceled, and key examinations were paused
or suspended [1]. Knowledge about what is happening and
how to help your trainee navigate these changes is crucial.

In recent years, these organizations created a living document
called “A Roadmap to Psychiatric Residency” [2]. This can serve
as a guide in helping both faculty advisor and student in making
decisions and developing a timeline of their process. Faculty
advisors should utilize resources at the local institution—the
Deans of Students Affairs/Academic Affairs Offices may also
provide overview guidance. If there are several persons serving
as faculty advisors at a single institution, consider meeting during
the interview season to exchange knowledge and brainstorm
challenges. We recommend creating an identified list of faculty
advisors that can be easily accessed by students.

We recommend starting the advising process by getting to
know the individual medical student. Learning about their
lives, their reasons for choosing to match into psychiatry,
and sharing a bit of yourself can make this relationship
successful.

Advising on the Process of Applying—How
to Choose Programs and Number of Programs
to Apply to

The number of programs a student applies to depends on the
strength of the student’s academic achievements, and advisors
should recommend students consider applying to some “safe-
ty schools” that are not out of reach given their qualifications
(grades, Step 1 Score, quality of MSPE comments, other note-
worthy characteristics). The National Resident Matching
Program (NRMP) regularly publishes “Charting Outcomes
in the Match” by U.S. Allopathic, U.S. Osteopathic, and for-
eign medical graduates [3]. Advisors can guide students to
review how competitive they would have been using the
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published previous year’s data based on scores, publications,
and experiences (research, work, and volunteer). Although the
number of applicants to psychiatry residency continues to
grow in recent years, faculty can assuage students’ anxieties
by reviewing the “Charting Outcomes in the Match.” For ex-
ample, 90% of applicants who ranked nine programs matched
in 2020. In general, students do not need to have their Step 2
Score posted at the time of application, but students who think
they underperformed on Step 1 may wish to take Step 2 sooner
rather than later so that it is available to Program Directors
when they first review the application.

Advisors should stay informed about what program direc-
tors are looking for in an application. Advisors may want to
communicate directly with the Program Director at their insti-
tution or nearby programs to gather this information. They
may also want to touch back with students after they have
matched to develop a mental list of what students from their
own institution report about programs, as well as where they
matched. In this way, advisors gain a broader view of the
current recruitment landscape for future advising.

When advising students about which programs to apply to,
we recommend faculty ask students to identify what they are
looking for in a program. Students may prioritize geographical
proximity to family or wanting to live and experience a differ-
ent area of the country. Students may desire programs that offer
post-residency fellowship training, programs that help residents
develop along special tracks (research, educational, community
or rural psychiatry, etc.), programs that promote diversity, or
programs of a particular size. The Association of American
Medical Colleges (AAMC) Careers in Medicine website has
specialty-specific resources for each residency to help students
make selections in the Residency Programs section [4].

Letters of Recommendations

The well-informed faculty advisor should be aware that letters
of recommendation (LORs) are particularly “high stakes” for
students completing residency applications [5]. Advisors
should convey to students that the LOR communicates the
essence of an applicant as observed in real-world experience
and speculation regarding future resident performance.
Advisors should inform students that the LOR is often
weighed as heavily as grades or other evidence of academic
merit, and that its importance has been validated in a limited
number of studies [6, 7].

Faculty advisors should ask applicants to reflect on who
would know them best and be able to discuss their relevant
qualities in detail [8]. Students may be surprised to learn that
training directors generally place more value on a highly en-
thusiastic letter from a faculty member who knows the appli-
cant well as opposed to a more generic letter from a nationally
renowned faculty member less familiar with the applicant’s

work [9]. Advisors should relay to applicants that, once po-
tential letter writers are chosen, the student should ask each for
a “strong letter of recommendation” and create an opportunity
for this person “to accept (delightedly) or to decline (graceful-
ly)” [5]. If the response of the candidate letter writer is clearly
ambiguous, the student should pay special attention to its tone.
A halthearted response may serve as a harbinger of a forth-
coming mediocre LOR, and the student may wish to retract
the request. Advisors may wish to alert applicants that they
must be prepared to provide an appropriate and organized set
of materials to the letter writer, e.g., a curriculum vitae (CV),
recent publications, list of other activities or accomplishments,
and that a personal statement may also be helpful [5].

Advisors may be asked by students about the waiver of
their legal right to review their LORs. Students should be
informed that “residencies generally prefer letters that include
the notation that the subject has waived that right, presumably
allowing a more candid reflection in the letter of the writer’s
true opinions” [10].

Advisors should be aware that the NRMP limits the number
of LORs one can submit to four. If the applicant has more than
four available letters, he or she may wish to discuss which ones
to select for submission. Advisors should ready themselves for
questions such as “How important is a letter from a non-
psychiatric attending (in another medical specialty)?”” “If T don’t
use the letter from the psychiatric attending on my core psychi-
atry clerkship, will this raise questions since the core is so
important?” “Do 1 need to have a letter from my research PI,
with whom I spent a year?,” etc. There is scant literature which
directly addresses these questions, yet students may wish to
review a 2016 NRMP Program Director survey (all specialties
and specialty specific) in which the mean importance rating of
“Letters of recommendation in the specialty” was 4.2 out of five
[11]. However, among the 39 rated elements, the importance
rating of LOR outside the specialty was not listed. The student
and faculty advisor are left to draw their own conclusions.

Guidance on Personal Statements

The 2020 NRMP Residency Program Director Survey
showed 86% of psychiatry programs cited the personal state-
ment as a factor in interview selection [11]. This data suggests
that the content of the personal statement is valuable in early
review of applications. Personal statements provide the stu-
dent an opportunity to highlight strengths and characteristics,
while preemptively addressing areas of concern. Some stu-
dents may only request grammatical editing, while others
may request feedback on the content of their statement.
General editing from an advisor may include a review of the
essay’s readability, structured organization, accurate use of
language, clarity of thought, and how this might be perceived
by a potential program committee.

@ Springer



508

Acad Psychiatry (2021) 45:506-510

Students often question what type of information residency
committees are looking for. The faculty advisor is in a unique
position to help students reflect on individual qualities and
meaningful experiences that could be shared in order to ex-
press a sincere interest in pursuing psychiatry. Advisors can
better engage the student by using a curious rather than direc-
tive approach, similar to the style by which psychiatrists in-
terview patients. It may be helpful to have the student reflect
on challenging concepts, such as an issue in psychiatry that
excites the student, advancements in the field they would like
to see, or distinctive qualities the student possesses that would
help contribute to a successful career involving patient care,
research, and/or academics [12]. Consider asking the student
to explore concepts that may not be obvious in the curriculum
vitae. For example, is it important for the student to share
career goals, along with the type of training the student envi-
sions to meet those goals? Is it valuable for this student to
highlight unique attributes and experiences that may not be
gleaned through the rest of the application? Might the student
who values inclusiveness in residency utilizes this essay to
celebrate personal attributes, such as their ethnicity or sexual
minority status? Perhaps there is a gap in training that could be
addressed, or a nontraditional path that should be highlighted
and has fostered growth or resilience. The faculty advisor may
recognize and help the student clarify areas of an application
that generally raise concern from an applicant committee.

The faculty advisor may be approached on how a student
should address sensitive subjects, such as personal or medical
challenges. Applicants may struggle with the decision to share
personal information, such as past substance impairment or psy-
chiatric history. Guidance should be given that confidentiality of
essay content may not be guaranteed, given the variable nature of
applicant committees [13]. A randomized survey of program
directors from residencies accredited by the Accreditation
Council for Graduate Medical Education (ACGME) indicated
that self-disclosure of mental illness, such as depression, may
lower the chance of an applicant obtaining an interview, indicat-
ing continued bias against disclosure [14]. However, it was noted
that the personal statement is the place for thoughtfully disclosing
an illness if there is a purpose for sharing. An applicant may
recognize an illness or painful experience as an element of per-
sonal growth or a source of empathy. Since there is potential for
any content in the personal statement to be addressed in the
interview setting, the faculty advisor can help the student assess
a willingness to discuss and expand on personal topics. The
faculty guide can help the student process the potential outcomes
of sharing sensitive information in the personal statement.

Interview Preparation

Another key aspect of advising is helping student prepare for
residency interviews. Advisors should urge students to
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become familiar with basic information available on a pro-
gram’s website prior to interviewing and be prepared to talk
about their specific interest in that program. Students should
expect to elaborate on anything shared in their personal state-
ment and CV and should be prepared to discuss any aberra-
tions on their transcript or any unusual circumstances they
have dealt with that impacted their education trajectory.
They may not consider that interviewers may ask them about
their post-residency career plans. This question may come up
at programs that provide tracks in various disciplinary areas,
such as research or education, and are looking to see which
applicants may best fit those tracks or future career directions.
While students should be reassured that they are not required
to make any commitments, it is helpful for them to give this
question some thought in advance. Most students will benefit
from role-play and practice interviews to help them gain con-
fidence in sharing their story and in answering open-ended
and commonly asked questions.

In 2020, residency interviewing occurred virtually, due to
the COVID-19 pandemic and was endorsed by the AAMC
and ACGME [1, 15]. In the coming year, it is unknown to
what extent virtual interviewing will continue, and advisors
need to be prepared to guide students for this possibility. The
elimination of the time and significant expenses associated
with travel to residency sites as a result of virtual interviewing
will be considered a boon to most medical students. At the
same time, there may be new concerns—students may worry
about how they will come across during a virtual interview
and whether their social skills and personal warmth will come
through. Students may be concerned about talking too fast, or
about time lags in virtual platforms that can create halting
conversation. They may also worry how an interviewer will
react if a housemate inadvertently is seen on the screen.
Faculty advisors should talk with their advisees about these
concerns and reassure them that interviewers appreciate the
limitations and challenges that virtual interviews present.

It may be helpful for faculty advisors to provide students
with a checklist to be sure that they have the equipment and
environment needed to have successful virtual interviews.
Students should be intentional about their backgrounds and
should test out the lighting and internet connectivity. Students
should be advised to close all other open programs, including
email, to prevent additional sounds. They should be reminded
to dress professionally for each interview, just as they would
for an in-person interview and to be on-time for scheduled
interviews. Another important point is telling students to prac-
tice looking at the person on the screen to “make eye contact”
with the interviewer, and not to look at their own image on the
screen [16]. Encourage your student advisees to familiarize
themselves with commonly used platforms and to consider
mock virtual interviews.

With virtual interviews, it may also be more difficult for
students to get a good sense of the culture and environment of
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the training program in order to gauge whether a given pro-
gram will be a good “fit.” In addition to posting podcasts or
videos for applicants on the program’s website, residency pro-
grams may set up optional virtual “social hours” with current
residents and applicants to give candidates the opportunity to
talk more freely with them about their experiences and the
ethos of the residency program. Medical students should be
encouraged to take advantage of these more informal oppor-
tunities to learn more about what the residents see as the
strengths of the program, as well as areas for improvement.

In addition to the pandemic of 2020, US medical students,
and the USA as a whole, came to a reckoning on racism in
America with the deaths of George Floyd, Breana Taylor, and
Ahmed Aubrey. In early 2021, the American Psychiatric
Association (APA) issued a formal apology on its role in
structural racism [17]. Students may want guidance on how
to ask how programs are addressing diversity, equity, inclu-
sion, and anti-racism issues in their residency programs.

Ethical Issues for Faculty Advisors

How much “help” do you provide an applicant? Remember
that applicants will need to stand on their own before their
interviewers. Your role is to provide guidance, and to be a fair
and accurate advocate. Provide your advice on their personal
statement, but do not re-write it for them. Similarly, do not
encourage your advisees to embellish an experience or add
something to their CV that they did not do. There is a growing
body of literature speaking to “phantom publications,” with an
observation that 6-9% of applicants had unverifiable publica-
tions listed on their CV [18, 19].

What is your role during interview season? Whether to
write letters to program directors on behalf of the applicant
is a complicated question. Before you write any letters, make
sure that your student is advocating for themselves and has
already reached out to programs, and then ask yourself what is
the goal of you writing a letter?

A corollary of this is to be honest with your applicants. If
your advisee is not meeting expectations, or if they are not a
competitive candidate, inform them of this. Work with them
on preparing to apply for a second residency, increasing the
number of applications, or having to enter the Supplemental
Offer and Acceptance Program (SOAP). While there may be
initial disappointment from the advisee, the feeling of being
misled and/or not matching at all is significantly more
damaging.

If you are a faculty advisor who also serves in your resi-
dency program’s leadership, take a moment to reflect on these
roles. As a program director, you are looking for the best
candidates for your program. As a faculty advisor, you are
helping a student find the best place for their residency.
Sometimes these two spheres overlap; sometimes they do

not. Be clear with yourself and your advisees. Remember that
all parties are bound by the rules and regulations of the
NRMP. As mentioned earlier in this paper—if you are a pro-
gram director in a department that has the resources—consider
creating a committee of faculty advisors so that more persons
can share the work of faculty advising. At one author’s insti-
tution, students are aware that while their faculty advisors may
be part of the residency leadership, all serious conversations
about potential matching at their home institution are handled
by the program director. Other considerations are to have the
program director be separate from all faculty advising discus-
sions; these arrangements will be determined by the number of
psychiatric educators available at your institution.

Final Statement: Serving as a Faculty Advisor

Faculty advisors have an important role in helping students
put their best selves forward in the application process. This
can be especially critical for students who do not have re-
sources to pay for private advisors or families with physician
members. As a crucial student advocate, the faculty advisor
can help students consider choices, make use of available
resources, and feel confident about their decisions.
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