
Could a postbac program be the right move for you?



 Doing a postbaccalaureate, or “postbac” program, isn’t a career in itself, but a step 

toward a career in the health professions. 

 There is no single “correct” path to medical, dental, or veterinary school. To 

address situations where students require additional academic preparation after 

graduation, postbaccalaureate prehealth programs and courses have emerged as a 

viable option for many students. 

 Postbac programs vary in the types of courses that students take and in the level of 

structure provided. Some students also choose to informally take courses at a 

college or university without joining a formal postbac program.

hpa.princeton.edu/prehealth-after-princeton/postbac-programs

https://hpa.princeton.edu/prehealth-after-princeton/postbac-programs


 Informal Postbac: Many colleges allow students with a baccalaureate 

degree to enroll as non-degree seeking students to take classes “a la 

carte” either full-time or part-time.

• Benefits: 

 Often less expensive (could live at home to save money)

 Flexibility in courses to take

• Drawbacks:

 No reserved seats in classes – may get shut out of more popular courses

 Limited or no advising support, including access to a committee letter of 

recommendation

 Harder to find a peer support network



 Formal Postbac Program: A structured opportunity affiliated with a 
college or university that enrolls a cohort of students and offers services 
beyond courses.

• Benefits: 

 Student community within the cohort

 Access to advising and application support, often including a committee letter of 
recommendation

 May offer linkages to professional schools that bypass the regular admissions 
process

 Access to federal financial aid

• Drawbacks:

 Usually more expensive than informal postbac

 More selective admissions process

 May be limitations on the courses offered



 Coursework: prerequisites and opportunities to take advanced electives in the 
sciences or related courses that are relevant to medicine.

 Advising: Usually offer an advising office (similar to HPA at Princeton) to assist 
with managing courses, finding clinical experience, and preparing applications.

 Committee Letter of Recommendation: A committee letter is a summary of 
your candidacy written by the program. Access to a committee letter is a significant 
benefit to pursuing a structured postbac program rather than taking courses “a la 
carte” at a college or university.

 Linkages: formal agreements between specific postbac programs and specific 
medical schools. They enable highly qualified postbacs to apply privately to that 
school while in the postbac program. A successful linkage applicant may eliminate 
the at-large application process.

 Community/Student Organizations: Some programs have activities and 
organizations that can help students gain a sense of community, among themselves 
or with the larger prehealth population.

 Clinical/Research Opportunities: Some programs will have a research or 
clinical component. More often, a program’s advising office can assist students in 
seeking opportunities.

hpa.princeton.edu/sites/hpa/files/2018hpa-postbaccareerchangers.pdf

https://hpa.princeton.edu/sites/hpa/files/2018hpa-postbaccareerchangers.pdf


 Career Changer Programs – for individuals who need to take 

all or most of their prerequisite courses

 Academic Record Enhancer Programs – for individuals who 

have completed their prerequisite courses but need 

additional academic preparation to demonstrate their 

readiness for health professions school

Within each type, there are some programs specifically focused on increasing the 

success of students who are underrepresented in medicine in terms of their race, 

ethnicity, or socioeconomic status.



 Timing: right out of undergraduate or after years of work experience.

 Program length: usually 1-2 years, which may include summer study. 

 Curriculum: 2-3 science courses with laboratories per semester with other health-

related electives, seminars, or additional courses. 

 Costs: vary widely from about $16,000 to upwards of $45,000+.

 Financial aid: if offered, is generally in the form of student loans.

 Programs may be highly structured with courses taken in a prescribed manner with 

little flexibility, or may be highly unstructured, or somewhere in between. 

 Some programs offer certificates to recognize completion of program 

requirements.

naahp.org/student-resources/postbac-information

https://www.naahp.org/student-resources/postbac-information


 Bennington College (Bennington, VT)

 Bryn Mawr College (Bryn Mawr, PA)

 Columbia University (New York, NY) 

 Georgetown University (Washington, DC)

 Goucher College (Baltimore, MD)

 Mills College (Oakland, CA)

 Tufts University (Medford, MA)

 Johns Hopkins Krieger School of Arts & Sciences (Baltimore, MD)

The AAMC currently lists 165 postbac career changer programs in their online database: 

Apps.AAMC.org/postbac. Some of the long-established, well-known career changer 

postbac programs are:

hpa.princeton.edu/prehealth-after-princeton/postbac-programs/career-change

https://www.bennington.edu/academics/graduate-postbac-programs/postbaccalaureate-premedical-program
https://www.brynmawr.edu/postbac
https://gs.columbia.edu/content/postbac-premed-program
https://premed.georgetown.edu/postbac/
https://www.goucher.edu/learn/graduate-programs/post-baccalaureate-premed-program/
https://www.mills.edu/academics/graduate-programs/pre-med/index.php
https://as.tufts.edu/postbacpremed/
https://krieger.jhu.edu/postbac/
https://apps.aamc.org/postbac/
https://hpa.princeton.edu/prehealth-after-princeton/postbac-programs/career-change


 American University (Washington DC)

 Bennington College (Bennington, VT)

 UC Berkeley Extension (Berkeley, CA)

 Drexel University College of Medicine (Philadelphia, PA)

 George Mason University (Fairfax, VA)

 George Washington University School of Medicine & Health Sciences (Washington, DC)

 Harvard Extension School (Cambridge, MA)

 Scripps College (Claremont, CA)

 Thomas Jefferson University College of Life Sciences (Philadelphia, PA)

 Mt. Holyoke College (South Hadley, MA)

 Northwestern University School of Professional Studies (Chicago, IL)

 NYU School of Medicine’s Sackler Institute of Graduate Biomedical Sciences (New York, NY)

 University of Pennsylvania College of Liberal & Professional Studies (Philadelphia, PA)

 Rutgers University School of Arts & Sciences (Newark, NJ)

 San Francisco State College of Science and Engineering (San Francisco, CA)

 Temple University College of Science and Technology (Philadelphia, PA)

 University of Virginia School of Continuing and Professional Studies (Charlottesville, VA)

 University of Vermont Continuing and Distance Education (Burlington, VT)

Princeton alums have attended the programs above, as well as the following:

hpa.princeton.edu/prehealth-after-princeton/postbac-programs/career-change

https://apps.aamc.org/postbac/#/program/3
https://apps.aamc.org/postbac/#/program/8
https://extension.berkeley.edu/public/category/courseCategoryCertificateProfile.do?method=load&certificateId=17177
https://drexel.edu/medicine/academics/graduate-school/evening-post-baccalaureate-pre-medical/
https://catalog.gmu.edu/colleges-schools/science/biology/career-changers-biological-sciences-undergraduate-certificate/
https://smhs.gwu.edu/anatomy/education/m-ats
https://www.extension.harvard.edu/premedical-program
https://www.scrippscollege.edu/postbac/
https://www.jefferson.edu/academics/colleges-schools-institutes/life-sciences.html
https://www.mtholyoke.edu/acad/prehealth/post-baccalaureate-coursework
https://sps.northwestern.edu/premedicine-prohealth/premedicine/index.php
https://med.nyu.edu/research/vilcek-institute-graduate-biomedical-sciences/ms-biomedical-informatics
https://www.lps.upenn.edu/non-degree-programs/pre-health
https://sasn.rutgers.edu/student-support/current-students/pre-professional-programs/pre-health/post-baccalaureate-program
https://prehealth.sfsu.edu/content/formal-post-bac
https://postbac.cst.temple.edu/
https://www.scps.virginia.edu/post-baccalaureate-pre-medical-program/#:~:text=Complete%20Your%20Post%20Bacc%20Pre,completed%20the%20medical%20school%20prerequisites.
https://learn.uvm.edu/program/post-baccalaureate-premedical-program/
https://hpa.princeton.edu/prehealth-after-princeton/postbac-programs/career-change


 Record enhancer postbac programs are designed for the student 

who has a bachelor’s degree, but seeks to enhance their metrics 

and thus strengthen their candidacy for health professional 

school.  

 Students in record enhancer programs take advanced-level 

science courses at either the undergraduate or graduate level.

• Undergraduate courses: By taking advanced undergraduate courses, 

your GPA as an applicant will reflect your work at Princeton and in 

these programs in a composite undergraduate GPA. These programs 

may be more appropriate for non-science concentrators or those who 

need to significantly improve their undergrad BCPM GPA.

• Graduate courses: Some programs allow you take the same courses 

that medical students are taking. Earning a graduate degree advances  

your preparation to pursue an alternate career to the health professions 

in case you are not accepted to professional school. Graduate GPA will 

be reported separately from your undergraduate GPA.

hpa.princeton.edu/prehealth-after-princeton/postbac-programs/record-enhancement

https://hpa.princeton.edu/prehealth-after-princeton/postbac-programs/record-enhancement


 Timing: right out of undergraduate or after years of work experience. A few 

programs are also only open to students who have applied unsuccessfully to 

medical school in the past. 

 Program length: usually 1-2 years, which may include summer study. 

 Curriculum: 3-4 advanced science courses and may supplement with health-

related electives, seminars, or additional courses. 

 Costs: vary widely from about $16,000 to upwards of $45,000+.

 Financial aid: generally in the form of student loans.

 Programs may be highly structured with specific courses taken in a prescribed 

manner with little flexibility, or may be highly unstructured, or somewhere in 

between. 

 Some programs focus on preparation for specific programs, including pharmacy 

and dental medicine.

 Some postbac record enhancer students use the committee letter through their 

postbac and others continue to work with HPA.

naahp.org/student-resources/postbac-information

https://www.naahp.org/student-resources/postbac-information


 Undergraduate Certificate Programs: These programs cater specifically to 

students seeking to prove their capacity to do well in a rigorous health professions 

school program. Provide access to advanced courses at the undergraduate level.

 Special Master’s Programs: These programs also cater specifically to 

students seeking to prove their capacity to do well in a rigorous health professions 

school program. Students often take the same courses that medical students take. 

Admission is often competitive and may require MCAT scores.

 Graduate Program in the sciences: Pursuing a degree in Biology or a 

subfield (such as Immunology or Biotechnology) may help students clarify career 

goals and provide preparation for health professions schools as well as science 

careers. Some graduate programs focus more intentionally on preparing students 

for health professions – this can usually be gleaned from program websites.

 Note that Master of Public Health programs are generally not advised as a 

record enhancer option, as they do not include sufficient advanced science 

preparation that will demonstrate readiness for the medical school curriculum. 

Examine course offerings carefully to determine science coursework available.

hpa.princeton.edu/sites/hpa/files/2018hpa-postbacrecordenhancers.pdf

https://hpa.princeton.edu/sites/hpa/files/2018hpa-postbacrecordenhancers.pdf


A recent search of the AAMC postbac database (Apps.AAMC.org/Postbac) shows 

218 academic enhancement postbac programs in the U.S. 

In recent years, Princeton alums have attended these undergraduate level programs and 

gone on to medical school:

 University of Pennsylvania Specialized Studies Program

 Harvard Extension Premedical Program

 Northwestern University Advanced Studies in Biology for the Health Professions

 Temple University ACMS Program

 University of Maryland Science in the Evening

hpa.princeton.edu/sites/hpa/files/2018hpa-postbacrecordenhancers.pdf

https://apps.aamc.org/postbac
https://www.lps.upenn.edu/non-degree-programs/pre-health/specialized
https://www.extension.harvard.edu/premedical-program
https://sps.northwestern.edu/premedicine-prohealth/advanced-biology-health-professions/index.php
https://medicine.temple.edu/education/postbac-program
https://oes.umd.edu/professionals-post-baccalaureates/post-baccalaureate-programs/science-evening
https://hpa.princeton.edu/sites/hpa/files/2018hpa-postbacrecordenhancers.pdf


In recent years, Princeton alums have attended these programs and gone on to medical 

school:

 Boston University School of Medicine MS in Medical Sciences (Boston, MA)

 Georgetown Med SMP in Physiology (Washington DC)

 GeorgeSquared Advanced Biomedical Sciences Program (Fairfax, VA)

 Icahn School of Medicine at Mt. Sinai MS in Biomedical Sciences (New York, NY)

 Johns Hopkins University Master of Health Science (Baltimore, MD)

 Rutgers Robert Wood Johnson Medical School Master of Biomedical Sciences

 Tufts University MS in Biomedical Sciences (Medford, MA)

 University of Cincinnati Special Master’s Program in Physiology (Cincinnati, OH)

http://www.bumc.bu.edu/gms/mams/
https://smp.georgetown.edu/
https://science.gmu.edu/academics/departments-units/georgesquared
https://icahn.mssm.edu/education/admissions/graduate-education/ms-biomedical-sciences
https://www.jhsph.edu/departments/biochemistry-and-molecular-biology/degree-programs/master-of-health-science.html
http://rwjms.rutgers.edu/gsbs/msbio.html
https://medicine.tufts.edu/education/master-science-biomedical-sciences
https://med.uc.edu/education/ms-in-physiology/home


 Within the postbac record enhancers, some programs are designed to support 

students from ethnic and racial backgrounds that are underrepresented in 

medicine, or from disadvantaged backgrounds. 

 Currently, more than 50 programs for students from lower-income backgrounds are 

listed on the AAMC website, and over 80 designate a program focus on 

underrepresented minority students. 

 If a program is designated as a HCOP (Health Careers Opportunity Program), it is 

supported by a federal grant to offer a program targeted to students from 

underrepresented backgrounds. Usually such programs are located at medical 

schools. Other medical schools may fund their own programs. These are typically 

small, well-designed programs that offer tremendous support to their students and 

have noteworthy success.

hpa.princeton.edu/sites/hpa/files/2018hpa-postbacrecordenhancers.pdf

https://apps.aamc.org/postbac/#/index
https://hpa.princeton.edu/sites/hpa/files/2018hpa-postbacrecordenhancers.pdf


 Researching:  The most comprehensive database of postbac premedical programs is available 

on the Association of American Medical Colleges website at Apps.AAMC.org/postbac/.

 Evaluating:  No single program is the best for everyone. Know what’s most important for you in 

finding a postbac program, and ask questions that will help you weigh pros and cons of each. 

Factors that are significant to many students include:

• Location

• Cost

• Size of program and classes

• Support resources offered

• Guarantee of seats in required courses

• Community among postbac students

• Linkage agreements

• Many postbac programs will have program participants who you can contact to ask 

additional questions about their level of satisfaction. This can be more useful than statistics. 

In addition to doing web research, it may also be helpful to sit in on a class, or meet with an 

adviser.

hpa.princeton.edu/sites/hpa/files/2018hpa-postbaccareerchangers.pdf

https://apps.aamc.org/postbac/#/index
https://hpa.princeton.edu/sites/hpa/files/2018hpa-postbaccareerchangers.pdf


 Is there a linkage program? How many students have successfully linked to the medical school(s) in 

recent years?

 What MCAT support is available? How well do postbacs fare on the MCAT?

 How often do students meet with advisers? How available and supportive are the program staff?

 Can I take electives outside of the premed core requirements?

 How would you describe the class environment? What do faculty think of postbac students?

 How would you describe the postbac student culture (e.g., independent, community-oriented, 

competitive, collaborative, etc.)?

 What academic support is available if I’m struggling in a class?

 Do you have contact information for program participants or recent graduates who I can talk with?

 What are the qualifications I have to have to have a committee letter prepared on my behalf? How 

many students in a given year qualify for a committee letter?

 What’s the cost of the program? How do students usually pay for it?

 What kinds of students tend to be successful in your program?

 What’s the timeline to apply? Is it best to apply early, or is it okay to apply at the deadline?

 Can you go over the timeline – how long will it take to complete the program, apply to, and start health 

professions school?

hpa.princeton.edu/sites/hpa/files/2018hpa-postbacrecordenhancers.pdf

https://hpa.princeton.edu/sites/hpa/files/2018hpa-postbacrecordenhancers.pdf


 Many programs will open for applications early in the academic year before matriculation and offer 

suggested deadlines. If a program has rolling admission, apply early for the best chances of 

acceptance. Programs may offer varying start times (summer, fall, spring). 

 Application materials may include:

• Application (often online).

• Transcripts from any colleges and universities that you have attended. Some programs request 

high school transcripts as well.

• An essay describing your interest in your career of choice and in the program to which you’re 

applying.

• A resume or CV.

• Letters of recommendation from faculty or professional references.

• Standardized test scores (e.g., SAT, ACT, GRE). Some record enhancer programs require MCAT 

scores.

• Application fees.

 Evaluation criteria may include:

• Excellent academic potential

 Some programs have a minimum recommended GPA

 Strong letters of recommendation

 Competitive standardized test scores

• Demonstrated interest in career of interest

 Career history, volunteer activities, experience in health care

 Ability to articulate motivation in essays and interviews 

Consult individual program websites for specific details!



REGISTER

https://bit.ly/Postbac_Possibilities_12-15


 AAMC Postbaccalaureate Premedical Programs

 NAAHP Postbaccalaureate Information (FAQ & Glossary)

 All Access Med School Podcast: Postbac Programs (March 2020)

 3 Questions to Ask Before a Postbac Med Program (US News, March 2019)

 A Second Opinion: The Postbaccalaureate (NYT, April 2012)

 Explore Health Careers: Postbaccalaureate PreMed

 Almost Everything You Need to Know About Postbac Programs Podcast (MSHQ)

 Princeton HPA Information about postbac programs

https://apps.aamc.org/postbac/#/index
https://www.naahp.org/student-resources/postbac-information
https://case.edu/medicine/admissions-programs/md-programs/podcast-all-access-med-school-admissions/all-access-med-school-admissions-episodes
https://www.usnews.com/education/blogs/medical-school-admissions-doctor/articles/2019-03-05/3-questions-to-consider-before-committing-to-a-postbac-medical-program
https://www.nytimes.com/2012/04/15/education/edlife/a-second-opinion-the-post-baccalaureate.html
https://explorehealthcareers.org/enrichment/cahcmp-post-baccalaureate-program/
https://medicalschoolhq.net/pmy-253-almost-everything-you-need-to-know-about-postbac-programs/
https://hpa.princeton.edu/prehealth-after-princeton/postbac-programs

