
L E T T E R

Widening Participation in Medicine: Conferences 
Build Confidence? [Letter]

Rachel Wei Ying Tan 
Marissa Wen Koh

Department of Medicine, Faculty of 
Medicine, Imperial College London, 
London, UK 

Dear editor
It is heartening to read of new Widening Participation (WP) initiatives. Social 
Mobility Foundation chief executive David Johnston said, “In reasonably similar 
proportions they want to be doctors … but the middle-class child expects to become 
the thing they aspire to, while the disadvantaged child does not”. Confidence – 
a key barrier to access. We commend the work by Ryan et al, ‘Widening 
Participation in Medicine: The Impact of Medical Student-Led Conferences for 
Year 12 Pupils’ for focussing on this.1

2020 review of the evidence of the impact of interventions for widening access 
to higher education by Robinson et al,2 reporting key findings and recommenda-
tions based on the evidence gaps, helpfully guides assessment of their initiative. It 
is encouraging that a one-day conference has potential to raise self-reported con-
fidence levels significantly. However, there were many variables that make deter-
mination of the causal effects difficult.

Conference A students received guidance throughout their presentation prepara-
tions, while those in conference B received none. Disadvantaged student’s lack of 
knowledgeable support was highlighted by Martin et al to restrict their options for 
higher education.3 They do not feel represented and lack awareness of the realities of 
medicine. Literature review by Sanders and Higham showed that medical student role- 
models help establish a more accurate perception of the course, provide invaluable 
insight and instil confidence towards applications.4 Unsurprisingly, students in con-
ference A felt more confident in five out of six assessed domains. Mentorship clearly 
contributes to confidence. WP initiatives should consider student-led mentoring 
schemes and not conferences alone, to reap benefits from both approaches.

Conference A and B had different workshop types, medical vs soft skills 
respectively. It again makes for poor comparison, and it was unclear why those 
topics were chosen. Instead, students can easily suggest topics of concern on a pre- 
conference questionnaire, allowing organisers to design workshops aimed specifi-
cally at those issues. Components tailored to students’ specific needs make for 
a more effective initiative, as supported by Robinson et al.2 For better targeting, 
I agree that a tailored WP criteria is prudent.1 It also captures the vulnerable mature 
and vocational students, a cohort that is still systematically missed.2

Regarding funding, it was unclear what attributed to the higher cost incurred in 
conference A over B, and expenditure was not accounted for. This undermines the authors 
criticism of the financial costs limiting activities. Regardless, low-cost online conferences 
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have gained momentum. Bligh et al reported the success of 
a virtual student-led conference, which increased student con-
fidence and perceived preparedness towards medicine 
applications.5 To not alienate those with limited technology, 
events can be recorded, and some face-to-face opportunities 
retained. A hybrid online and in-person conference will reduce 
financial barriers to entry and broaden the reach.

Despite the promising results seen by Ryan et al, qualita-
tive data is insufficient evidence to claim a causal relation-
ship between confidence and medical school applications. 
Robinson et al warns of the overestimation of effectiveness.2 

Ryan et al need a more representative follow-up on the 
conference participants and report numbers that applied.
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The authors report no conflicts of interest in this 
communication.

References
1. Ryan B, Auty C, Maden M, Leggett A, Staley A, Haque E. Widening 

participation in medicine: the impact of medical student-led confer-
ences for year 12 pupils. Adv Med Educ Pract. 2021;12:937–943. 
doi:10.2147/AMEP.S314581

2. Robinson D, Salvestrini V. The impact of interventions for widening 
access to higher education. United Kingdom: Education Policy 
Institute; 2020.

3. Martin A, Beska B, Wood G, et al. Widening interest, widening 
participation: factors influencing school students’ aspirations to 
study medicine. BMC Med Educ. 2018;18(1). doi:10.1186/s12909- 
018-1221-3

4. Sanders J, Higham L. The role of higher education students in widen-
ing access, retention and success. a literature synthesis of the widening 
access, student retention and success national programmes archive. 
United Kingdom: Higher Education Academy; 2012.

5. Bligh E, Courtney E, Stirling R, et al. Impact of the COVID-19 
pandemic on UK medical school widening access schemes: disruption, 
support and a virtual student led initiative. BMC Med Educ. 2021;21 
(1). doi:10.1186/s12909-021-02770-0

Dove Medical Press encourages responsible, free and frank academic debate. The content of the Advances in Medical Education and Practice ‘letters to the editor’ section does not 
necessarily represent the views of Dove Medical Press, its officers, agents, employees, related entities or the Advances in Medical Education and Practice editors. While all reasonable 
steps have been taken to confirm the content of each letter, Dove Medical Press accepts no liability in respect of the content of any letter, nor is it responsible for the content and 
accuracy of any letter to the editor.  

Advances in Medical Education and Practice                                                                                    Dovepress 

Publish your work in this journal 
Advances in Medical Education and Practice is an international, peer- 
reviewed, open access journal that aims to present and publish research 
on Medical Education covering medical, dental, nursing and allied 
health care professional education. The journal covers undergraduate 
education, postgraduate training and continuing medical education 

including emerging trends and innovative models linking education, 
research, and health care services. The manuscript management system 
is completely online and includes a very quick and fair peer-review 
system. Visit http://www.dovepress.com/testimonials.php to read real 
quotes from published authors.  

Submit your manuscript here: http://www.dovepress.com/advances-in-medical-education-and-practice-journal

DovePress                                                                                             Advances in Medical Education and Practice 2021:12 1052

https://doi.org/10.2147/AMEP.S338081

Tan and Koh                                                                                                                                                          Dovepress

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

https://doi.org/10.2147/AMEP.S314581
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12909-018-1221-3
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12909-018-1221-3
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12909-021-02770-0
https://www.dovepress.com
http://www.dovepress.com/testimonials.php
https://www.facebook.com/DoveMedicalPress/
https://twitter.com/dovepress
https://www.linkedin.com/company/dove-medical-press
https://www.youtube.com/user/dovepress
https://www.dovepress.com
https://www.dovepress.com

	Dear editor
	Disclosure
	References

