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ABSTRACT

This chapter includes in-depth information on the medical school application process in the United 
States (US), the various admissions criteria and selection processes, and the range of interview and 
assessment modalities used to evaluate applicant competencies. It also provides information about the 
various pathways aspiring physicians may take to seek admission to medical school. In these sections, 
evidence is provided highlighting the work that has been done to better understand these areas. The 
chapter concludes with the important perspectives of an admissions committee chair and a pre-health 
advisor to further elucidate this complex process.
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INTRODUCTION

Application to and selection for medical school continues to be a competitive process in the US. Accord-
ing to the Association of American Medical Colleges (AAMC), there were 52,777 applicants to MD 
degree-granting medical schools for the 2018 entering class (AAMC, 2018a), of which 41% matriculated 
(AAMC, 2018b). Applicants also have the option of applying to colleges of osteopathic medicine. In 
the same application cycle, the American Association of Colleges of Osteopathic Medicine (AACOM) 
reported 20,981 applications for 7,467 seats (AACOM, 2018). The application process is lengthy with 
applications for both MD and DO programs opening in early May, over a year prior to expected ma-
triculation. Furthermore, the process has evolved over the years making it more important for applicants, 
pre-health advisors, admissions committees, and medical education faculty to be familiar with the variety 
of assessment modalities and applicant characteristics and experiences desired by medical schools.

The goal of this chapter is to provide an in-depth account of the full continuum of medical school 
admissions, including the different ways medical schools use materials in the application or from the 
interview to make decisions. It includes an overview of the holistic review framework adopted by many 
medical schools to align their admissions criteria to institution-specific missions and goals while also 
diversifying the physician workforce to better meet the healthcare needs of their changing patient popu-
lations. It also provides an overview and examples of programs that highlight the different pathways 
students can come through. The important perspectives of the admissions committee and pre-health 
advisor are also included. This chapter aims to demystify the admissions process while highlighting 
evidence-based practices for selection.

APPLICATION SERVICES

There are three different application services to apply to US medical schools: the American Medical 
College Application Service (AMCAS), the American Association of Colleges of Osteopathic Medicine 
Application Service (AACOMAS), and the Texas Medical and Dental Schools Application Service 
(TMDSAS). Each of these serves unique medical colleges, making it important for applicants and advi-
sors to know their differences, deadlines, and processes. This section of the chapter provides details of 
each of these application services, including their differences and schools served.

As of early 2019, there were 154 MD-granting US medical schools accredited by the Liaison Com-
mittee on Medical Education (LCME, 2019). The majority of these programs utilize the centralized 
application service through the AAMC which is AMCAS. The application includes questions about 
demographics, personal and familial background, academic background, essays, and an option for includ-
ing 15 activities the applicant wishes to share. There are currently 35 DO-granting US medical schools 
accredited by the American Osteopathic Association’s Commission on Osteopathic College Accreditation 
(AOA, 2019), many with multiple locations. Most of these programs utilize the centralized application 
service AACOMAS, and the application includes similar information as AMCAS. There are nine public 
MD programs and one public DO program in the state of Texas, which utilize TMDSAS. TMDSAS 
is slightly different than AMCAS in that rather than limiting activities to only 15, TMDSAS provides 
sections for employment, leadership, research, healthcare, and community service, allowing applicants 
to submit unlimited activities for each section. These application services provide a centralized process 
for applicants to apply to multiple programs.
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