
Education and Career Roadmap for Doctors 

 

Becoming a physician requires many years of training, including undergraduate, graduate and hands-on study. The 
total length of training varies and depends on the area in which a physician chooses to specialize. Most physician 
training lasts a minimum of 11 years. 

Step 1: Obtain an Undergraduate Degree 

Although three years of college is the minimum undergraduate requirement, most pre-med students complete four 
years of postsecondary schooling. They usually earn Bachelor of Arts or Bachelor of Science degrees in one of the 
basic sciences, like biology or chemistry. Regardless of their major, undergraduates interested in medicine should 
take classes in chemistry, mathematics, biology and physics. Many schools offer a pre-medicine track that students 
complete in conjunction with their major.  

Step 2: Attend Medical School 

Medical school usually takes four years to complete. The first two years of medical school consists of classroom and 
lab work in anatomy, physiology, microbiology, medical laws and ethics and pharmacology.  

The third and fourth years of medical school are spent completing clinical rotations, or clerkships, in different medical 
departments. These areas include general practice, pediatrics, internal medicine, osteopathy, psychiatry and surgery. 
These rotations help students decide which area to specialize in by allowing them to experience each area of 
medicine. Clinical rotations are typically completed in hospitals and health clinics and are always supervised by 
doctors.  

Step 3: Complete a Fellowship or Residency 

After graduating from medical school, aspiring physicians must enter residency programs. In residencies, medical 
students receive on-the-job paid training. Training usually takes place in hospitals under supervision of senior 
physician educators. Residents treat patients, prescribe medications and work in different areas of their hospitals.  

Doctors who want to specialize may have to complete a fellowship or internship after residency. Fellowships typically 
last 1-3 years. Some specialty areas for fellowships include gastroenterology, child psychiatry and oncology.  

Step 4: Obtain a License 

All physicians, regardless of their specialties, must obtain licensure in order to practice medicine in the U. S. 
Licensure must be obtained from the jurisdiction or state in which the physician is to practice. Physicians must pass 
the United States Medical Licensing Exam. Graduating from an accredited medical school is a prerequisite for the 
USMLE. Physicians may also obtain licensure to practice in other states, usually without taking any additional exams.  

Step 5: Find a Job 

Many positions exist for new doctors. Some doctors join a practice or open their own practice. Others join the staff of 
large hospitals. According to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (www.bls.gov), more than half of physicians worked 
in doctor's offices in 2008. About 19% of physicians were employed in hospitals. 

 


