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The Key to the Future: Reaching Out Early to Medical
Students
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W
hen I ask faculty colleagues and residents how
they chose nuclear medicine and molecular imaging
as a specialty, the answers range across training settings

but seem to boil down to a single factor: exposure. Almost every
person reports early exposure to the field, especially through di-
rect, hands-on research or clinical experience, and/or the influence
of a mentor or mentors who took the time and effort to introduce
them to the promise of nuclear medicine practice. Moreover, in
almost every case, the decision to pursue a career in nuclear
medicine came well before the end of medical school training.

The challenges are clear. In the United States, the numbers
of newly trained nuclear medicine physicians are not matching
the pace of retirement and attrition in the field. The result is
that we must find new and effective ways to reach out not only
to U.S. medical students but to the best and brightest from
other countries––and do so as early as possible in their training.
However, medical school curricula are tightly organized, with
few prolonged opportunities for individual engagement, as
well as requirements that vary from institution to institution.

How, then, can we connect with medical students to give
them early exposure to the rapidly growing clinical and research
opportunities in nuclear medicine? At SNMMI, we have taken
a step through the Workforce Pipeline Domain of the Value
Initiative by changing the society’s bylaws to include a member-
ship category for medical students. SNMMI is also advertising
and marketing directly to medical students in new ways. Student
inclusion as in-training members will expand their knowledge
about the society and the profession in general, as well as
offer opportunities to attend meetings and seminars. SNMMI
‘‘Chapter Champions’’ are also working to create new resources
for medical students and residents on a regional basis.

Opportunities at the local and institutional level are many but
will require focused effort and collaboration with medical schools
and leadership. In an ideal world, we could require that student
radiology rotations include 1 week of nuclear medicine, but lack
of uniformity in requirements among institutions and likely objec-
tions from some radiology departments might make this difficult.

The most obvious outreach effort involves identifying ways
to bring medical students in for research experiences within the
nuclear medicine setting. These are bright young people, and the
best way to engage them is to appeal to their intellects and interests.
Many of the best medical students have previous training in
biochemistry and physiology, and nuclear medicine and molecular
imaging offer unique opportunities to expand on these interests.

At my institution, the University of Maryland School of
Medicine (Baltimore), upper-level leadership understand the need

to expose students early in their training
to experiences that not only appeal to
their interests but provide opportunities
for research, presentation, and publica-
tion. Our 10-week summer Program
for Research Initiated by Students
and Mentors (PRISM) is designed to
encourage students between their first
and second years to consider careers
that include biomedical or clinical
research and/or academic medicine
and provide a realistic understanding
of the medical research environment.
Faculty members reach out to students to create a well-planned
10-week research project and then identify collaborators,
facilitate access to special lecture series, and follow up
through presentation of results. The PRISM initiative funds
fellowships for these students, with many departments
offering supplementary funding to effectively ‘‘compete’’
for the best students. The result has been not only successful
research exposure but collaborations between students and
mentors that extend throughout the medical school years and
directly influence the choice of specialty.

SNMMI, as a professional society, is making broad
efforts to expand our outreach and offerings to medical
students. SNMMI leadership understands the importance of
investing in the future of our field through engaging these
students. Related details will be available on the SNMMI
website (www.snmmi.org) in the coming months.

Individual efforts at the local level will be required to effec-
tively attract and ‘‘grow’’ the next generation of nuclear medi-
cine and molecular imaging physicians. I challenge all nuclear
medicine and molecular imaging faculty members to find out
what institutional resources are available for student research,
consider dedicating internal funds for research experiences for
deserving students, designate a nuclear medicine point per-
son to head up this effort, engage the best subject-matter
mentors, and ensure that students feel welcome and appre-
ciated in our field. I would also encourage consideration
of programs that provide research experiences for students
from countries outside the United States. Reaching out as
early as possible in the medical career to provide a positive
image of our field and first-hand experience with skilled men-
tors will reward us in the future with a capable workforce
ready to meet the demands of our rapidly growing place in
medical science and practice.

Vasken Dilsizian, MD,
SNMMI President

18N THE JOURNAL OF NUCLEAR MEDICINE • Vol. 61 • No. 1 • January 2020

N
E
W

S
L
I
N

E

http://www.snmmi.org

