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ABSTRACT
BACKGROUND: Obtaining a clinical research mentor is a major barrier for medical students interested in research.

OBJECTIVE: To increase access to research, a Near-Peer Mentor Program (NPMP) was developed to pair medical students with resident men-
tors to submit case reports to an annual in-hospital research conference.

METHODS: Students and residents were recruited via surveys and paired based on students’ specialty interests. Support in the form of tem-
plates, instructions and timelines were given. To evaluate the program’s impact, we reviewed the number of pairs’ projects at the conference,
awards, and who advanced their projects to publications and conferences from 2019 to 2022.

RESULTS: During the study period, 173 students enrolled. The majority 106 (61.2%) were interested in medical specialties, followed by 47 (27.2%)
in surgery and surgical subspecialities, and 20 (11.6%) undecided. All students were paired. One hundred and seventy (98.3%) had projects under
resident mentors matching their specialty interests. One hundred and fifty (82.9%) completed the program and submitted a case report to the con-
ference. Years with NPMP led to a 122% (55 in 2019 vs 122 in 2020) and 232% (50 in 2021 vs 166 in 2022) increase in medical student conference
posters compared to the previous year without NPMP. In both years, NPMP students won all top 3 awards for best case report. Additionally, 10 pairs
produced 6 peer-reviewed publications, 5 conference abstracts, and 2 conference oral presentations as first authors.

CONCLUSION: The NPMP successfully promoted medical student participation in clinical research. The program substantially increased student

poster presentations and subsequent publications and presentations stemming from them.
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Introduction

Research has become an increasingly important component of
medical student education, with evidence showing it can
improve critical thinking, problem-solving skills,' and even
influence career choices.” Despite the growing emphasis on
research, many medical students face barriers such as finding
an available mentor in pursuing research.’® This is particularly
relevant with the recent change in the United States Medical
Licensing Exam (USMLE) Step 1 exam scoring, which has
led to a greater focus on promoting medical student research
for residency application preparation.

A near peer mentoring relationship has been defined as “one
in which a more senior learner (a year or more above) provides
guidance and support to a new junior learner to enable the new
student to navigate his or her education.” This relationship has
been shown to benefit mentees by helping them develop inter-
personal relationships, integrate into a new environment and
boost morale.>® It has shown benefit to mentors by increasing
understanding of the subject matter, and improving communi-
cation, leadership and problem-solving skills.*” Pairing
medical students with resident mentors has been successful in

improving clerkship education® and career atdvising.g_11

However, its effectiveness in promoting medical student
research remains unclear. While methods to improve research
mentorship for fellowship applications and specific specialties
have been studied,'** studies examining resident mentorship
for medical student research across specialties have not been
reported. To address this gap, we developed a Near-Peer
Mentor Program (NPMP), which pairs students with resident
mentors to submit case reports to an annual in-hospital research
conference. The objective of this study is to describe the out-
comes of the NPMP implemented at our institution.

Methods

A single-center retrospective review of medical student partici-
pation in a voluntary NPMP over 2 years (2020 and 2022) was
performed. The NPMP was a voluntary program which paired
medical students with resident mentors to submit case studies
to an annual in-hospital research conference. The primary
outcome was the number of pairs submitting case reports to
the conference. Secondary outcomes included awards won
and further scholarship. Further scholarship is defined as
poster presentations, podium presentations or peer-reviewed

publications completed by pairings of the NPMP after
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completion of the program. The reporting of this study con-
forms to the STROBE statement.'® The Cooper University
Hospital IRB reviewed the research protocol and deemed the
study exempt (Cooper University Hospital IRB #20-431).

The program

The program was open to all medical students during the
2019-2020 and 2021-2022 academic years. The program was
put on a hiatus during the 2020-2021 academic year due to
the COVID-19 pandemic. Prior to NPMP, there was no
formal program in our institution for medical students to be
connected to mentors for research across all departments.
Pre-clinical medical students would reach out to faculty
members to find out about clinical research. Clinical medical
students likewise would reach out to faculty either blindly or
after rotating with them on a clinical service.

Medical student mentee and resident mentor pairings were
made. The pairings were instructed to meet and complete
case report patient identification, IRB registration, abstract
and poster creation by predetermined deadlines to ensure sub-
mission to the in-hospital research conference. All work was
mainly led by the medical student with resident supervision
required only at checkpoints to ensure workload was mainly

placed and led by the medical student.

Pro gram recruitment

Medical students. Recruitment of medical students was made
through an email link to an online signup form. Reminder
announcements were made during small group learning ses-
sions for medical students in their first academic year (IM1)
and medical students in their second academic year (M2).
For medical students in their third academic year (M3), an
announcement was made during the noon conference didactic
session. When signing up, students indicated their top 3 spe-
cialty preferences.

Residents. Similar to the recruitment of medical students, resi-
dents were sent an email link to an online signup form.
However, there were significantly more medical students who
enrolled in the program compared to residents. As a result, resi-
dent recruitment also included emails to program directors for
each specialty asking them to encourage their residents to sign
up. Residents in each specialty who were graduates of the
medical school were also contacted to recruit people within
their residency. Finally, the NPMP founders sent personalized
emails, texts and spoke to residents’ in-person to increase resi-
dent enrollment.

Pairings. Students were matched to a resident listed in their top
3 specialty choices when able. If a match was not available for
the specialty, the next closest specialty was chosen when able,

that is a different surgical specialty or an internal medicine resi-
dent for a student wanting pulmonology.

Resources for mentor/mentee pairings. Guidelines were set for
both the mentor and mentee. This included templates of the
clinical abstract and poster. The templates had breakdowns of
the sections of a clinical abstract and direction of where in
the medical record the students were most likely to find that
information. Completed examples of each were also included.

Results

Across the 2 years of the program, 173 resident-medical student
pairings were made (Table 1). All students who signed up for
the program were paired with a resident in a specialty of interest
to them. Of the 173 pairs, 150 pairs (86.7%) completed the
program by presenting their case report at the hospital confer-
ence. Of the 23 students who did not complete the program, 16
(70%) were from nonsurgical specialties, 4 (17%) were from
surgical specialties, and 3 (13%) were from undecided specialty
interests. Among the 23 students who did not complete the
program, 3 (13%) were first-year medical students, 7 (30.4%)
were second-year medical students, and 13 (56.5%) were third-
year medical students.

Most pairings were for third year medical students (113,
65%), followed by second year (35, 20%), first year (23, 13%),
and fourth year (2, 1%) medical students. A total of 107
medical students (61.8%) were interested in nonsurgical spe-
cialty and they represented anesthesiology, dermatology, emer-
gency medicine, family medicine, internal medicine (and its
subspecialties), neurology, pediatrics, psychiatry, and radiology.
Forty-six (26.6%) students indicated surgical specialty interests,
including general surgery, obstetrics and gynecology, orthope-
dics, plastic surgery, vascular surgery, and urology. Twenty stu-
dents (11.6%) indicated undecided specialty interests.

In the 2 years with the NPMP, compared to the previous
year without the NPMP, medical student participation in the
annual in-hospital conference increased by 122% (55 in 2019
vs 122 in 2020) and 232% (50 in 2021 vs 166 in 2022)
(Figure 1). NPMP paired students accounted for 54.1% (66/
122) of participating students in 2020 and 50.6% (84/166) in
2022. In both years, medical students from the NPMP won
all top 3 awards for case studies research. Additionally, 10
pairs converted their case study into 6 peer-reviewed publica-
tions, 5 national conference abstracts, and 2 conference oral
presentations as first authors.

Discussion

The NPMP addresses the evolving landscape of medical educa-
tion by providing research mentorship to medical students
across all specialty interests. Our results indicate a significant
increase in medical student participation in the annual
in-hospital conference, highlighting the program’s success in

fostering research engagement. With limited NIH-funded
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Table 1. Characteristics of participants in near-peer mentorship
program.

COMPLETED DID NOT COMPLETE]

Total 150 23

Medical School Year

M1 20 3
M2 28 7
M3 100 13
M4 2 0

Medical Student Specialty of
Interest
Medicine (Nonsurgical)

91 (60.7%) 16 (69.6%)

Anesthesiology 7 3
Dermatology 4
Emergency Medicine 11 4
Family Medicine 3
Internal Medicine 45 5
Neurology 2 2
Pediatrics 5 1
Psychiatry 9 1
Radiology 5

Surgical 42 (28.0%) 4 (17.4%)
General Surgery 20 1
Obstetrics and Gynecology 10
Orthopedic Surgery 5 2
Plastic Surgery 2
Vascular Surgery 2 1
Urology 3

Undecided 17 (11.3%) 3 (13.0%)

Subspecialty interests such as gastroenterology and rheumatology were
categorized under its main specialty, internal medicine.

research at many institutions, the NPMP’s emphasis on case
studies offers a cost-effective gateway to research involvement
and exposure to various specialties, thereby meeting the
growing demand for research experiences in preparation for
residency applications, especially with the shift to pass/fail
grading on Step 1.

Previous studies have established the efficacy of residents as
mentors for medical students in clerkship settings, demonstrat-
ing their potential to influence career decisions and even benefit
the mentors by enhancing their skills as educators.> 18
However, research exploring the effectiveness of residents as
mentors specifically for medical student research remains

limited. Despite this gap, investigations into departmental-
specific research opportunities have shown promise. For
instance, Schexnayder’s study on orthopedic research commit-
tees revealed increased medical student involvement in depart-
mental research, with elected students acting as vital bridges
between faculty and medical students for collaborative pro-
jects." Similarly, the field of radiology has witnessed resident-
mentored medical student research, resulting in a notable
increase in peer-reviewed publications following the introduc-
tion of resident-managed peer mentoring programs.13’20

Moving forward, it is essential to conduct in-depth investi-
gations to examine the characteristics of students who did not
complete the program and to develop strategies that enhance
retention rates. These investigations could highlight opportun-
ities to improve communication skills and responsiveness of
residents and medical students, as well as the potential to
create curriculum development opportunities. Offering subspe-
cialty interests within a given specialty (eg, cardiology within
internal medicine) or identifying overlaps in specialty interests
(eg, Gynecologic Oncology, Hematology Oncology and
Obstetrics and Gynecology) could be explored to maintain a
high pairing rate without sacrificing specialty interest pairing.
Another avenue for improvement is to establish a predeter-
mined target journal or conference for the case reports to be
converted into post the in-hospital conference. Future
outcome metrics should encompass exploring match data,
assessing concordance with the specialty interests indicated on
NPMP, and examining reasons for students who did not com-
plete the mentorship program. Additionally, studies indicating
the impact of clerkship mentorship on specialty choice suggest
the importance of investigating whether receiving research
mentorship in a specific area makes students more prone to
choosing that specialty.

Furthermore, the NPMP not only addresses the immediate
need for research mentorship during medical school but may
also have far-reaching implications for the future careers of par-
ticipating students. Research consistently demonstrates that
early exposure and mentorship significantly influence career
choices in medicine.’>"?! By providing medical students
with resident mentors and research opportunities tailored to
their interests, the NPMP may play a pivotal role in shaping
the professional identities of aspiring physicians. Subsequent
studies should delve into whether students engaged in this
mentorship program are more inclined to pursue academic
medicine, engage in scholarly activities throughout their
careers, or assume leadership roles within their chosen special-
ties. Examining these long-term outcomes will offer valuable
insights into the enduring impact of resident-led mentorship
on the professional development of medical students.

Limitations
This observational study, outlining the implementation of a
mentor program without a control group, comes with inherent
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Figure 1. Medical student participation in the in-hospital research conference across 4 years. A significant increase in the participation rate is seen during the

years 2020 and 2022, when the NPMP was available to students.

limitations. The generalizability of our findings may be influ-
enced by factors such as the alumni status of many mentors
and the program’s founders. The willingness and participation
rate of residents to serve as mentors may be elevated compared
to other institutions, potentially inflating the overall success and
impact of the NPMP. Additionally, the distribution of medical
students’ specialty interests may not accurately reflect those in
other institutions due to variations in school missions, such as
our school’s emphasis on primary care. Moreover, differences
in resident population availability across various specialties at
different institutions may impact the program’s effectiveness.

Conclusion

The NPMP has successfully encouraged medical student par-
ticipation in clinical research, demonstrating potential for resi-
dents to serve as research mentors. The program has
significantly increased the number of student poster presenta-
tions, leading to a notable rise in subsequent publications and
presentations.
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