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Mentorship in Medical Student Research

SHORT COMMUNICATION

Clinician Mentorship in Promoting Medical Student
Research Engagement

Medical student engagement in research has been
dwindling. Data predicting future trends are not promising
either. Also, attempts to motivate medical students to
participate in academic and research endeavours,
opportunities and circumstances surrounding them should
also be addressed. In this article, we shed light on nuanced
and unique aspects of research mentorship. Involvement of
medical students as supervised editors (of both medical
students and mainstream journals) has long-lasting benefits
for their future academic careers. Additionally, supervised
research activities are more likely to reap their full benefits
if the duration of the research project is tailored to the type
of supervisors, and the amount of time available for the
students and their supervisors to have a collaborative and
non-rushed  relationship. ~ Therefore,  meaningful
mentorship by clinicians propels and encourages medical
students in their academic and research journeys.
Keywords: Medical Student, Research, Editorial, Journal,
Supervisor, Clinician-Scientist
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INTRODUCTION

Several previous studies have highlighted the
advantages of medical student engagement in the
research process. The benefits extend from the
short-term (improved academic writing skills (1),
and acute awareness of the peer-review process
(2)), to the medium-term (sharpened critical
appraisal skills, and application of research to
clinical contexts (3)), as well as the long-term
(continued engagement in research and academia
(4), improved clinical acumen and skills, and
translation of basic sciences to the patients’
advantage (3).

Despite the multiplicity of aforementioned
advantages, however, student engagement in
research remains low (5). Additionally, data
indicate that prospects for research and teaching are
among the least influential factors in determining
future career choices for recent medical graduates
(6). Hence, if the status quo is to be improved,
barriers must be identified and lessened, and
creative solutions to invigorate student interest in
research implemented.

Mentoring students as journal editors

There is a paucity in empirical data demonstrating
the experiential benefits to medical students of
supervised editorial roles. Recently, some
mainstream journals have elected to include
medical students in their editorial teams (7). The
putative advantages of such inclusion may be seen
on two levels. For the students, such experiences
are thought to provide opportunities for close
mentorship, and networking with senior editorial
staff (8). If the experience is a positive one, it is
presumed to instil an ongoing academic curiosity
and affiliation, and hence helps create a generation
of clinician-scientists (8). For the journals, having
“young blood” (i.e., student-editors) may be helpful
in accelerating technological proficiency, challenge
long-held assumptions, expand the journals’ reach
to fellow students, and those student-editors may
also act as assistants to senior editors and liaisons to
professional organisations (7, 9).

To explore the role of medical student journals
(MSJs) providing their student-editors with
meaningful exposure to scientific editing, we
recently surveyed a convenience sample of the
editorial boards of three MSJs (Alamri, in press). A
total 31 past and current student-editors from the
International Journal of Medical Students, Journal
of Asian Medical Students’ Association, and New
Zealand Medical Student Journal responded were
included. The sample had a near-equal split
between males and females, and a diverse ethnic
background. Approximately half were current
student-editors, while the remainder had served in
previous years in various roles. Notably, most had
no prior editorial experience, yet nearly all
respondents emphasized the importance of student-

run journals, reporting minimal adverse effects on
their academic work or personal relationships
(Alamri, in press). Moreover, almost all continued
to engage in research, with a substantial majority
engaging in PhD studies and roles in mainstream
journals—underscoring the long-term benefits of
early editorial experience.

These findings are very encouraging, especially in
light of the known shortage of clinician-scientists
(10-13). Therefore, all reasonable efforts must be
employed, and avenues explored, in order to
increase the number of clinicians who are aptly
suited for clinical medicine, as well as research.
Despite a lack of ‘prior experience’, editorial
involvement in MSJs they most often entail
working closely with senior researchers and
mentors (14). It is likely that such experience and
mentorship have left a long-lasting and meaningful
impression on these student-editors—such that the
majority remains involved in research activities to
date. This, in turn, is hoped to result in continued
success and excellence in their clinical and
academic careers, including better professional
decisions, higher likelihood of obtaining higher
degrees, and an enduring affiliation with academia
(12). The additional responsibilities of being a
student-editor do not seem to have negatively
impacted our participants. This included no adverse
consequence to the student’s perceived physical
health, cognitive burden, emotional and
psychological ~ wellbeing, and academic
performance (Alamri, in press; 15, 16). This is vital
to highlight as our participants provided their skills
and time on a voluntary basis (in addition to their
busy curricular loads) as is the case with most MSJs
(14, 17), rather than having dedicated time to do so
(18).

Mentorship by academic clinicians

Established academic clinicians play a crucial role
in mentoring medical students through the complex
process of research and publishing. Their guidance
is essential in helping students navigate the
intricacies of research design, data analysis, and
manuscript preparation. Early exposure to research
under the mentorship of experienced clinicians
significantly enhances students’ research skills and
academic productivity (1). This mentorship not
only improves the quality of the students’ research,
but it also increases their chances of successfully
publishing in higher impact journals (19).
Moreover, academic clinicians provide critical
support in overcoming the barriers that medical
students often face when attempting to publish their
research. These barriers include limited research
experience, time constraints, and the high rejection
rates of mainstream journals. Clinicians can help
students by offering constructive feedback,
facilitating access to research resources, and
encouraging perseverance through the publication
process (20).
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The availability of clinical supervisors to support
students through the publishing process must be
balanced with the supervisors’ clinical duties. We
have previously examined the publication rates of
medical student projects supervised by clinician vs
non-clinician supervisors at the University of
Auckland and University of Otago (both in New
Zealand) between 2001 and 2013 (21). For short
projects (defined as < 4 months), clinician
supervisors were less likely to be published (n = 30;
71.4%) than full-time non-clinician academics (n =
27; 93.1%), p = 0.01. For research projects longer
than 4 months, however, there was no statistically
significant difference in the number of publications
(t87 = 1.19, p = 0.1). Longer projects, therefore,
appear to allow academic clinicians sufficient time
to balance their clinical and academic duties, and
provide the necessary support to the medical
students to publish their findings (21).

By fostering a supportive environment, clinicians
help students build confidence and resilience,
which are essential for academic success. The
mentorship and collaboration with established
researchers provide students with valuable
networking  opportunities and  professional
development. Students who published under the
guidance of academic clinicians are more likely to
pursue higher academic degrees and attain
academic positions in the future (22).

CONCLUSION

Our exploratory findings suggest that mentoring the
novice medical student researcher is likely to result

in several benefits. We have shed light on nuanced
and unique aspects of research mentorship (i.e.,
supervised involvement of students as editors, as
well as giving consideration to project durations
when selecting a research mentor) which contribute
novel knowledge to the published literature.
Supervised involvement as a student-editor seems
to have ignited a long-lasting interest in research in
most participants. In addition, the involvement of
academic clinicians as supervisors and mentors,
especially for longer research projects, serves to
propel research productivity among medical
students. Given the limited setting of our studies
and convenience sampling employed, our results
may not be generalised, and risk selection bias and
demographic  imbalances. It is, therefore,
imperative to continue this line of research in
various academic and geographical setting in order
to ensure successful and enduring interest in
academic endeavours by these aspiring clinician-
scientists.
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