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I spent part of my summer doing a retrospective cohort study in the Department of Urology 

at the Western General Hospital, Edinburgh. I had previously completed wet laboratory 

projects and a prospective cohort study as a student at the University of Edinburgh, the 

latter of which I was involved in patient recruitment. This retrospective cohort study was a 

markedly different experience from the others. Data collection required searching through 

past medical records and identifying relevant parameters for the study. On top of that, I 

had to weigh up the available evidence at times and make sensible deductions. It was a 

challenging and mentally demanding task, but I am still grateful for having the opportunity 

to do so with the aid of this bursary from the Royal College of Surgeons of Edinburgh. 

 

Reflecting back on my time spent during the summer, there has been so much that I have 

gained without even realizing until recently when I started my first clinical rotation of 

medical school. Having just intercalated and having little to no clinical experience, 

immersing myself in the various patient records gave me a sense of familiarity as I stepped 

onto the wards during my first clinical rotation of medical school. Unknowingly, I had 

learned how doctors clerked and managed renal cancer patients requiring nephrectomies. 

I learned the ins and outs of a patient’s journey from being referred to the urology 

department until their eventual post-operative discharge. This was largely applicable to 

most other medical and surgical disciplines and this greatly assisted my learning and 

appreciation of the various clinical modules I have undertaken. 

 

Working on this project also provided me with an insight into clinical research as well as 

how the hospitals in NHS Lothian operate. I had the opportunity to work with staff in the 

medical records library who taught me how to be more efficient at data entry and 

processing. With the help of my supervisor, I also learned how to better navigate the 

TrakCare® Electronic Medical Record System as well as the intranet that they use here in 

NHS Lothian. This has been useful during my clinical rotations, as it has greatly aided my 

learning with respect to how patients are being diagnosed and managed. 



 

Another positive aspect of the project was the networking opportunities it offered. Knowing 

the various urology registrars in the department was definitely useful in terms of 

collaborating in future projects. My immediate project supervisor who was a urology 

registrar was keen on helping me develop my research skills. It was extremely beneficial to 

have a supervisor who was nurturing and willing to take time to impart his knowledge on 

me. I felt well supported throughout the whole experience, which was integral to the 

successful completion of this project. He also encouraged me to enrol my project for 

various conferences and this has helped to hone my oratorical skills.  The vacation 

bursary ultimately gave the opportunity to invest my time and effort over the summer on a 

project that I would have otherwise not done.  

 

I chose to do my project here in Edinburgh mainly because of the esteemed academic 

reputation of the University of Edinburgh Medical School. I appreciated the fact that data 

collection was done in my own time, and that I had the freedom and opportunity to plan my 

schedule around other commitments.  This included conferences for other projects that I 

have completed. Working on my own meant that I often had to create daily and weekly 

targets for myself so that I would not lag behind. Regular meetings with my supervisor 

allowed me to identify and thereafter rectify any issues. This allowed the project to be 

completed on time. As an international student from Singapore who has only been in 

Scotland for a few years, it was definitely a memorable experience having done this 

vacation project here in Edinburgh. The summer in Scotland is starkly warmer as opposed 

to the typically grim weather during the academic year. It was definitely a delightful 

experience being able to engage in activities and festivals that I would have otherwise not 

have been able to back in Singapore.  

 

As someone who has previously done wet laboratory projects and a prospective study 

where I had to recruit patients, this experience was definitely beneficial in shaping my 

outlook of what academic surgery and medicine is like. The bursary allowed me the 

opportunity to further explore various types of research, which can sometimes be difficult 

to do so within the regular medical curriculum. I have gained an appreciation of how 

retrospective cohort studies are performed, as well as the limitations to such a research 

design. The various skillsets that I have acquired from this project have also been 

invaluable and will only prove to be useful in future research projects. 

 



In addition to this, having a dedicated block of eight weeks to complete the project without 

the nervous anticipation of how well one will do grade-wise was relieving. It made me 

appreciate and enjoy what the project was able to offer in terms of improving my research 

and communication skills. This offered an experience that may be difficult to otherwise 

replicate in the normal medical curriculum, and it has only solidified my decision in 

pursuing a career in academia. 

 

All in all, I do urge students to apply for the Royal College of Surgeons of Edinburgh 

bursary even if it is just for a summer project. Immersing oneself in full-time research as a 

medical student enables one to explore their options within medicine as well as glean a 

greater appreciation of clinical research. Considering the limited opportunities to do so 

during the regular medical curriculum, conducting research projects over the summer can 

be a useful way to determine whether an academic career is suitable for you. Furthermore, 

while there are always research projects available for students to engage in, the financial 

incentive from this bursary is a tremendous bonus that budding academics should 

consider taking advantage of. I would strongly recommend the bursary to anyone 

interested in academia, and even to those who are merely curious about a career in 

academic medicine or surgery. 


