
Lewis Thomas (b. 1913), former chancellor of the Memorial Sloan-Kettering Cancer Center, is a 
famous physician, research scientist, and essayist.  His books of essays, The Lives of a Cell: Notes 
of a Biology Watcher, The Medusa and the Snail, and Late Night Thoughts on Listening to Mahler’s 
Ninth Symphony were best-sellers in the 1970’s and 1980’s.  
 

HOW TO FIX THE PREMEDICAL CURRICULUM 
 
 
The influence of the modern medical school on liberal-arts education in this country over the last  
decade has been baleful and malign, nothing less. The admission policies of the medical schools are 
at the root of the trouble. If  something is not done quickly to change these, all the joy of going to 
college will have been destroyed, not just for that growing majority of undergraduate students 
who draw breath only to become doctors, but for everyone else, all the students, and all the 
faculty as well. 
 
The medical schools used to say they wanted applicants as broadly educated as possible, and they 
used to mean it. The first two years of medical school were given over entirely to the basic 
biomedical sciences, and almost all entering students got their first close glimpse of science in 
those years. Three chemistry courses, physics, and some sort of biology were all that were 
required from the colleges. Students were encouraged by the rhetoric of medical-school 
catalogues to major in such nonscience disciplines as history, English, philosophy. Not many did so; 
almost all premedical students in recent generations have had their majors in chemistry or biology. 
But anyway, they were authorized to spread around in other fields if they wished. 
 
There is still some talk in medical deans' offices about the need for general culture, but nobody 
really means it, and certainly the premedical students don't believe it. They concentrate on 
science.  
 
They concentrate on science with a fury, and they live for grades. If there are courses in the  
humanities that can be taken without risk to class standing they will line up for these, but they will 
not get into anything tough except science. The so-called social sciences have become extremely 
popular, as stand-ins for traditional learning. 
 
 
The atmosphere of the liberal-arts college is being poisoned by premedical students. It is not the 
fault of the students, who do not start out as a necessarily bad lot. They behave as they do in the 
firm belief that if they behave any otherwise they won't get into medical school. 
 
To remedy this situation, we need some central, core discipline, universal within the curricula of all 
colleges, which could be used for evaluating the free range of a student’s mind, his tenacity and 
resolve, his innate capacity for the understanding of human beings, and his affection for the 
human condition.  As a first step, I propose that classical Greek be restored as the centerpiece of 
undergraduate education. The loss of Homeric and Attic Greek from American college life was one 
of this century's disasters. Putting it back where it once was would quickly make up for the 
dispiriting impact which generations of spotty Greek in translation have inflicted on modern 
thought. The capacity to read Homer's language closely enough to sense the terrifying poetry in 
some of the lines could serve as a shrewd test for the qualities of mind and character needed in a 
physician. 
 



If everyone had to master Greek, the college students aspiring to medical school would be placed 
on the same footing as everyone else, and their identifiability as a separate group would be 
blurred, to everyone's advantage. Moreover, the currently depressing drift on some campuses 
toward special courses for prelaw students, and even prebusiness students, might be inhibited 
before more damage is done. 
 
Latin should be put back as well, but not if it is handled, as it ought to be, by the secondary 
schools. If Horace has been absorbed prior to college, so much for Latin. But Greek is a proper 
discipline for the college mind. 
 
English, history, the literature of at least two foreign languages, and philosophy should come near 
the top of the list, just below Classics, as basic requirements, and applicants for medical school 
should be told that their grades in these courses will count more than anything else. 
 
The first and most obvious beneficiaries of this new policy would be the college students 
themselves. There would no longer be anywhere where they could be recognized as a coherent 
group, the "premeds," that most detestable of all cliques eating away at the heart of the college. 
Next to benefit would be the college faculties, once again in possession of the destiny of their own 
curriculum, for better or worse. And next in line, but perhaps benefiting the most of all, are the 
basic-science faculties of the medical schools, who would once again be facing classrooms of 
students who are ready to be startled and excited by a totally new and unfamiliar body of 
knowledge, eager to learn, unpreoccupied by the notions of relevance that are paralyzing the 
minds of today's first-year medical students already so surfeited by science that they 
want to start practicing psychiatry in the first trimester of the first year. 
 
Society would be the ultimate beneficiary. We could look forward to a generation of doctors who 
have learned as much as anyone can learn, in our colleges and universities, about how human 
beings have always lived out their lives. Over the bedrock of knowledge about our civilization, the 
medical schools could then construct as solid a structure of medical science as can be built, but 
the bedrock would always be there, holding everything else upright. 
 
 

ESSAY TOPIC 
 
 
What significant changes in the premedical curriculum does Thomas suggest?  To what extent do 
you agree with the suggestions that Thomas makes?  Argue your point of view as specifically as 
possible. 
 
 
 


