
As a fourth year medical student, I spent a 
month working in a remote clinic in Bolivia after 
matching into emergency medicine (EM). Inspired 

by reading about turn-of-the-century archaeologists working in Central 
and South America, I decided to purchase a leather-bound notebook in 
order to keep a record of  my foray into the South American jungle.

While there, I documented the interesting pathology that I still have 
yet to encounter in the United States: rheumatoid nodules from poorly 
controlled arthritis, oral cancer induced by chewing coca leaves tainted 
with pesticide, a slew of  bizarre ECG findings due to cardiomyopathy 
from Chagas Disease, and many others. My journal also served as a 
record of  the myriad of  rainforest fauna I spotted while traversing the 
jungle early in the morning before clinic, local colloquialisms in Spanish 
(and Quechua) I had learned, and an array of  peculiar and fascinating 
cultural customs I encountered while accompanying a Bolivian physician 
(whom I am glad to now call 
my friend) to his native city of  
Cochabamba.

Upon my return to the United 
States, with inertia on my side, 
I carried forward this habit of  
journaling into my residency. 
While my training has not 
taken place in a setting as 
exotic as the forests of  South 
America, I am grateful that 
this habit has stuck. Though I 

originally swore to never 
return to my mindless 
jottings (the thought of  
reading my own writing, 
especially that which is 
as personal as found in a 
diary, is about as abhor-
rent to me as listening 
to recordings of  my own 
voice), I recently took 
the plunge and reviewed 
the thoughts, hesitations, 
and emotions I’ve taken 
the time to put down since starting residency.

I’m glad I did. Now that I am almost a third year, it’s refreshing to view 
my progression since starting out as an anxious intern. In July of  2019, 
I mused over the seemingly unattainable confidence of  my senior resi-
dents and the mountain of  knowledge I was expected to master. Over the 
following months, this hesitancy turned into hope, and my insecurities 
sprouted into aspirations. The doctor I wanted to become began to take 
on a primordial, amoebic form. Fast forward to the early spring of  2020, 
while on the cusp of  a dawning pandemic, the uncertainty and frustration 
I experienced at the time were laid bare. With volumes down and resi-
dents restricted from caring for those stricken with an invisible threat that 
had yet to reach our hospital, I struggled with how these changes would 
negatively impact our training (with the benefit of  hindsight, I today would 
be happy to reassure my past self). I then recorded the surreal moment 
of  diagnosing my first patient with COVID-19 and later chronicled the 
crushing toll of  running my first (unsuccessful) code on a patient with 
the same nasty, destructive disease. While enduring the whirlwind of  the 
winter surge, I was fortunate enough to find time to continue cataloging 
the ups and downs of  training during a once-in-a-century pandemic. 
Looking back on where I’ve been and what I’ve gone through makes me 
hopeful that whatever the future holds, I will end up where I need to be.

Whether the COVID-19 pandemic will have a net negative or net positive 
impact on our training overall, it is certain that we are passing through 
one of  the most consequential periods in medicine as we also navigate 
the tough and messy, yet infinitely rewarding process of  becoming emer-
gency physicians. Keeping a journal during these tumultuous times has 
helped keep me grounded. For the soon-to-be interns, the classes of  
2024 and 2025, my advice is to begin to record these experiences now. 
Residency is one of, if  not the defining stage of  our careers, and while 
I am just shy of  a mere two years in this field, I feel confident that your 
future selves will thank you for taking time to document this incredible 
journey.  
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“Now that I am 
almost a third year, 

it’s refreshing to view 
my progression since 

starting out as an 
anxious intern.”

“Looking back on where 
I’ve been and what I’ve 

gone through makes me 
hopeful that whatever the 
future holds, I will end up 

where I need to be.”

The Value of Reflection during Residency
Richard J. Cunningham, MD

50 COMMON SENSE    JULY/AUGUST 2021


