FRESHERS’ GUIDE FOR PETERHOUSE MEDICS
First of all, congratulations for getting here!  I’m going to write out a few things about stuff I didn’t really know/understand or wish I’d known when I started, hopefully it’ll make life a bit easier for you.  

THE EXAMS
These can be a bit confusing.  Basically, there are two things you need to pass.  There’s what’s called the “2nd MB exemption”, and this is what you need to pass to be a doctor (it’s just pass/fail).  Then there’s this thing called “tripos”, that’s the name of the Cambridge exams that you need to pass to stay here, and contributes 50% towards whether you get a 1st,2nd or 3rd class degree.  

Tripos is examined in the form of essays; there will be a 2 hour essay paper for each of biochemistry, anatomy and physiology.  Don’t worry too much about these, your supervisors will help you prepare for them.  The 2nd MB is examined by an hour of multiple choice questions in each subject.  There is also a practical paper for biochemistry, histology paper for physiology and “steeplechase” in anatomy (a spot check on dissection specimens etc.).    

THE TEACHING
I’m sure you know that teaching in Cambridge is in two main ways.  The lectures and practicals which are (meant to be) attended by the whole year group (about 280 medics in the university I think, and 60 or so vets).  Your timetable’ll be on the internet (www.bio.cam.ac.uk) and might look a bit daunting at first.  To start with it’s a 9am start almost every day I think, and you should try and go to them all.  Missing the odd one isn’t a big deal, but might make you feel guilty depending on how much conscience you have.  

Some lectures are more interesting than others.  Try and stay awake if you possibly can, it’s hard, but worth it in the end I reckon.  Some people find it helpful to read through the lecture notes beforehand (you get given lecture notes for that series of lectures at the start of the first one) so that you have a vague idea about what’s going on before you get there.  But maybe after listening to the lecturer, reading through the notes is easier.  It’s up to you really.  Writing stuff down during lectures can also be useful, the lecture notes usually cover everything you need to know for the 2nd MB, but sometimes writing things down will help you remember it better, and can also help you stay awake.  

It’s also helpful to make your own notes to revise from later on.  I did most of these in the holidays, but it makes life much easier if you can do it as you go along, while it’s fresh in your mind.  

There are basically three main subjects you’ll study in first year; anatomy, physiology and biochemistry.  In this course, they’re called ‘Functional Architecture of the Body – FAB’, ‘Homeostasis’ and ‘Molecules in Medical Science – MIMS’.  
ANATOMY (FAB)

You’ll get about 2 lectures a week, but the majority of the course is taught through dissection; this is in two hour sessions, twice a week.  It was what I was most nervous about in the course but it’s really fine (but then some people were really excited about it).  The smell is the worst thing.  They’ll give you a little introductory session first, where you get to look at a cadaver so you know what you’re in for next time.  Some people love it, can’t say I did, but it’s a brilliant way of learning and making new friends (dissection is in groups of 6).  It’s quite a good idea to sign up for your group separately from other Peterhouse medics, so you get to know people from other colleges better, and you’ll be spending plenty of time with Petreans anyway.  You can organise dissection formals which are always good fun, and a great way of seeing other colleges.  Make sure you get as much information as you can out of your demonstrator (who will be either a retired surgeon or a junior doctor training to be a surgeon), talking to them and getting them to go through thing in the manual is really really helpful, and their little anecdotes or rhymes or whatever are what you’ll remember when it comes to the exams.  

Each term after a section (about 5 weeks) in the dissection manual has been covered, they’ll give you a practice steeplechase.  This doesn’t count towards exams or anything, but they’re very important to give you a good idea about what to expect for the real thing in the summer.  They’re quite scary, especially the first time when you don’t really know what to expect, or what kind of detail to learn.  In some cases (like mine) it can be quite demoralising as well, making you realise you didn’t know quite as much as you thought you did, or that you can’t really get away without learning it.  But that’s a good thing.  It’s important to find that out early on, and it’ll definitely get better.  


There’ll also be something called ‘procedures’ which brings some clinical relevance to what you’re learning, this is once every other week for 2 hours.  

PHYSIOLOGY

Mostly taught through lectures a few times a week, and then practicals once a week to start with.  For practicals, you’ll get a book at the beginning of the year that has to be filled in during each session.  They’re very rushed, but I thought they were great fun.  You get to do things like stimulate nerves to make your arm twitch and measure heart rates etc.  Another good opportunity here to mix with people from other colleges, as practicals are done in pairs.  The book will be checked through at the end of the year, so make sure everything gets filled in at some point, but it doesn’t really count towards your mark.  There will be a multiple choice paper at the end of the year on these sessions.  

Histology (microscopes, electron micrographs etc) is another area of physiology which is 2 hours every other week.  It’s assessed at the end of the year, but as long as you learn the CAL (computer-aided learning) modules, you’ll be fine.  It’s a good idea to get the photocopies of the EMs that they sell at some point in the year, because they’ll come up in the exam so it’s nice to be familiar with them.  You’ll be given a booklet at the beginning of the year with information for all the sessions that year in it.  Basically, you just work through the relevant section in your group (of 4) when you go to the classes; demonstrators are there for when you need them and are usually very helpful.
BIOCHEMISTRY
This is also mainly done through lectures a few times a week.  The amount of detail can be a bit frightening at first, but it’s important to keep an idea of the general picture as well.  You also have practicals once a term, and an evaluation session a couple of weeks later.  Don’t worry if your practical goes completely wrong, all the answers are given to you at the end anyway.  It’s just important to understand the concepts.  There’s a practical paper in the summer exams (a short answer paper), which is basically assessing what’s on the yellow sheets they give you after each practical.  The paper’s hard though, so try and go through some past papers with your supervisor beforehand.  


As part of the biochemistry course there’s also a problem based learning session once a term, giving clinical relevance to what you’ve been studying.  You’ll have to make a presentation to the group (of about 16) as a team of 4, and in this case it’s easier to be with other Petreans so you can work together more easily.  As in the practicals, they’ll give you some yellow sheets with what you need to know afterwards, so don’t worry too much.  
SUPERVISIONS
In most other subjects, these are often on a one or two to one basis, but in medicine you’ll rarely be in groups of less than 3, making it less daunting.  We’re very lucky in Peterhouse to have some practicing doctors as first year supervisors, so supervisions are made more interesting.  Anatomy is usually done all together, and occasionally split into 2 groups.  For anatomy an essay is set every other week, and you’ll probably have to do quite a bit of reading because it won’t necessarily be on the topic you’re currently studying.  
For physiology we’re usually divided into 3 groups, and you’ll go over the material recently covered in the lectures.  An essay is set every other week here too, on recent work.  Dr Ross-Russell is the supervisor and might take you on a hospital visit to the paediatric ward once or twice, which is really interesting.  
Essays were set more rarely for biochemistry, and tended to be of a shorter length, which is good. However you will spend lots of time covering the practical element of this subject. You will cover current lecture material in these supervisions as well.  Dr. Ross-Russell might invite you over to his house for dinner one evening, which is lovely.  

In the exams, you’ll have an hour to write physiology essays and 40 mins for anatomy and biochemistry (all including planning time), so length of your essays for supervisons should maybe reflect this, although sometimes you may find there’s too much to write in that time, which is fine.  

BOOKS

Don’t buy them before you get here!  (Unless you get given them or anything).  Some of us will have books we don’t need any more that we will be willing to sell at reduced prices, and all the books you really need are in the library (some people go the whole year without buying any of their own).  After a few weeks of being here, and from talking to us, you can get a much better idea of what you might want to buy.  Also, one of the medical defence companies will give you (a very useful) medical dictionary.  
I found it very difficult at first to know how much/what work I was meant to be doing all the time.  It’ll come with experience, but just make sure you know what’s going on with all the lecture material at the time, and make condensed notes if you can.  It’ll make life a lot easier when revision time comes round.  You’ll probably find that you have quite a lot of work to do in the holidays, going through lecture material for the past term to make sure you understand everything.  It’s all quite personal I think, so if you’re at all worried or unsure if you’re doing the right thing, just ask any of us in the years above you and we can give you some advice, everyone’s very friendly.  Alternatively, Dr Ross-Russell, our Director of Studies (DOS) is very approachable and will help you if you need it.  And…if it does go wrong in your summer exams, you get a second chance in September to retake your MB exemption without having to write Tripos essays.  So don’t panic!  
It’s not all work though, medics all tend to be a sociable lot and get involved in loads of other things (out of the 7 in our year some of the things we have done are: choir, JCR, rowing, charity work, college sports and music…).  There’s enough spare time to get involved in some of these things, and it’s important that you do so.  There’ll also be medics’ formals and a Peterhouse medics’ dinner which is brilliant.  

That’s all I can think of to tell you.  Everything will probably seem very confusing at first (it was for me) but it’ll all fall together after a while, so don’t worry.  

Some of your teachers/friends/relatives may have told you that getting here was the hardest part of medicine and that it’s all downhill from here.  I’m afraid that isn’t really true, you might as well find that out now.  But don’t be put off before you start.  It’ll be brilliant.  Just a bit of work now and then and you’ll be fine, I’m sure.  

Good luck!  
