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 Preparing for a Healthcare 
Profession: The Basics 

 
 

 Find out if this is what you want to do.  

• Talk with people in this field: shadow and talk with healthcare professionals. Ask questions such as what a typical 
day looks like, what types of patients they see, how long/where they went to school, what classes they took in 
college, and any advice they have for you.  

• Read all you can about the profession. The UNK Health Sciences Guide and UNK Health Sciences website 
information are good places to start. 

• Volunteer or get an entry-level job at a hospital or clinic, if possible, to gain exposure to healthcare. 

• Consider your talents, weaknesses, and goals: honestly evaluate if this career is a good “fit” for you.  

• There are many healthcare careers! Don’t narrow your options too soon: investigate several options.   
 

 Learn the pathway toward your chosen healthcare profession.  

• For most healthcare professions, the individual will need a foundation of coursework and experiences first, then 
attend a clinical professional program for in-depth, specialized education and training, and finally meet board 
exam and licensure requirements to practice, see patients, and bill insurance.  

 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

• Investigate the typical requirements of professional programs in this field.   
▪ Read and become familiar with the UNK Health Sciences Guide. 
▪ Talk with your UNK Health Sciences Advisor. 
▪ As you investigate, consider… 

 What degree(s) do I need? How long will it take? 

 What specific classes are required (“pre-requisites”)? 

 What types of grades and GPA will I need? 

 How competitive is it to get in? 

 Are there other things that are required or recommended, such as a specific number of shadowing hours, 
an entrance exam, direct patient care hours, a CNA, CPR certification, etc? 

 Where are professional programs located?  
 

 Make yourself a competitive applicant. 

• Professional schools have a limited number of seats. Competition for these positions is often intense and never 
guaranteed – some healthcare fields are more competitive than others. Be informed.  

• College is the start of your new, professional profile. It’s time to build your skills and network. 
▪ Put your “best foot forward” in class, shadowing, work, tours, talking with professional school reps, etc. 
▪ Ask good questions, be respectful, and represent yourself positively. 
▪ Professional programs require 2-5 letters of recommendation usually including instructors and providers.  

 Get to know your professors, particularly in the sciences. 

 Many programs require at least one letter from a professional in the field. 

• Academics: A student’s scholastic record is a large factor for admission.  
▪ You will have to study. Take your college coursework seriously from the start.  
▪ Use academic resources, such as tutors, study groups, and practice questions to assist you. 
▪ Find out the average GPA of accepted students and make this an expectation of yourself. 
▪ Avoid “red flags” such a low grades (Cs, Ds, Fs), too many course withdrawals, class re-takes.   
▪ Challenge yourself: students like to see students with a full load of classes that challenge them. Don’t opt for 

the “easy route” academically. Also, if a course is “recommended,” plan to take it. 
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▪ Medicine (MCAT), dentistry (DAT), and optometry (OAT) require an entrance examination.  

 It is recommended that you spend 3-6 months preparing to take an entrance exam.   

 Find out: 1) what type of scores are expected to be competitive; 2) when is the best time to sit for the 
entrance exam; 3) what specific content is on the exam; 4) what kinds of study and review options are 
available and most helpful. 

• Successful applicants set themselves apart with their experiences and professional skills 
▪ A student’s exposure and knowledge of healthcare is crucial. 

 Shadow/observe professionals in this field in a variety of settings: a minimum 40 hours of shadowing 
while in college is recommended (some programs require more). 

 Exposure to healthcare through tours, internships, entry-level jobs, or volunteerism in a healthcare setting 
is highly recommended. 

▪ Find experiences that build and demonstrate the qualities (or “soft skills”) professional programs value such 
as leadership, communication skills, working on a team, listening, time management, empathy, problem 
solving, maturity, responsibility, etc. 

 College involvement, clubs, organizations, honor societies 

 Research 

 Employment 

 Volunteerism 
▪ Many aspects of the application and interview to professional programs will demonstrate the qualities listed 

above. If you don’t have many experiences, you won’t have very much to talk about.  
 

 Start documenting your experiences early.  

• Many UNK Health Sciences students have a wealth of experiences across several years, but it can be hard to 
remember details during your senior year when it’s time to apply. Start a spreadsheet or binder that lists dates, 
times, sponsors, phone numbers, addresses for experiential learning experiences. Continue to add to it as you 
add experiences.  
 

 Investigate the professional programs where you plan to apply. 

• For most pre-professional programs, it is recommended you apply to more than one school. 

• View their program websites. 

• Talk with program representatives when they visit UNK (watch your Loper email and Health Science Weekly) 

• Call/email program admissions with questions. Schedule a tour of programs where you intend to apply. 

• As you investigate, consider… 
▪ What specific pre-requisite classes do they require (some programs differ)? 
▪ Does their program require “extras” such as a specific number of shadowing hours, a specific number of 

volunteer hours, a specific number of direct patient care hours, a CNA, CPR certification, etc? 
▪ Do I like their mission? Would I fit in here?  
▪ Tuition? Scholarships? Where do students live while attending this program?  

 

 When it’s time to apply… 

• Most programs use a Centralized Application Service (CAS). This is an online application that students prep then 
send to multiple programs. If the field or program does not use a CAS, ask the program how you will apply.  

• Find out the application deadlines and plan to apply early.   

• In all your interactions with application services and schools, conduct yourself professionally. 

• Use UNK Health Sciences resources: talk with your advisor, attend an application workshop, use information 
provided for letters of recommendation, writing a personal statement, and interviews.  

 

 Be realistic and always have alternative plans. 

• Having a career “Plan B” shows maturity and forward-thinking (it does not mean you lack confidence). 

• If your grades and/or test scores are below acceptable levels, you must decide: what will you do differently to lead 
to improvement quickly or what alternative careers will you pursue? 

• There are hundreds of opportunities in healthcare – many with similar settings and patient-groups, some are less 
competitive, some may better fit your personality and strengths. Research alternative careers. 

• Any student in a pre-professional program should consider a college major so that they can be working towards a 
baccalaureate degree concurrently with alongside the pre-professional program  Pursuing a degree also provides 
a “back-up” plan. 


