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Panic – the realization that denial will no longer work 
Panic is a normal emotion in medical school.  The big question is not really about panic, but about 
the reaction to it.  I have seen it cripple students and impair their ability to learn, and I have seen it 
energize students and motivate them to improve their ability to learn.  This topic is addressed at 
this point in time because it can strike within the first week and you have no time to lose finding 
an effective treatment.  Panic happens in that moment in time when you realize that your reality is 
not what you thought it was.  It can be the sudden awareness that you are falling very far behind 
schedule, depending on how you define behind. It can be a test grade less than you expected, not 
necessarily failing but shocking your expectation.  Or, it can be that uneasy feeling that hits every 
student sooner or later that this was all probably a big mistake, that maybe accounting would have 
been a better direction. 
 
One contributor to the panic felt early on in medical school is that the shock of just getting in 
hasn’t worn off.  Students have confided to me that they worried that the admissions office would 
discover they made a mistake and their admission would be taken back.  This feeling of being a 
victim contributes to the uncertainty of what lies ahead.  But, when the dust settles and your head 
is clear enough to evaluate the situation, what you will find is that the problem is not in the panic.  
The problem is in the outcome, i.e. in your response.  If your past experience has not prepared you 
to respond with a sense of control, it can impair your decisions and begin a downward spiral into 
escape or avoidance behavior.  This is not a disaster yet, but if not corrected it can lead to one. 
 
The way to be ready to deal with panic is to have some type of effective action to take.  That 
action should be to start organizing what you are learning.  You must take action to neutralize 
panic.  So, for example, you can create an imaginary file box with all the concepts and facts you are 
learning, each on a separate page and placed in individual folders.  Further imagine that you will 
be allowed to use this file box filled with information during the exam.  What a relief!  The panic 
has subsided, but a challenge remains.  How are you going to get started on organizing this file box 
so you can make good use of it?  The E-SPeak Mapping method gives step-by-step instructions for 
this process by starting you with an overview outline.  Then, like Google Earth, you begin to drill 
down through the larger grouping concepts that collect subgroups together and eventually down 
to the details.  The directions explain what each step is for and how it helps you learn.  The result 
is that this decision-making process also creates an emotion in your brain that is critically essential 
for consolidating memory when you sleep.  Emotion is not optional.  No emotion, no memory.  
Make decisions, create emotion, consolidate memory – and then you will carry your file box 
everywhere. 
 
Additional advice:  Never read without a question in mind.  Just don’t do it!  Only read to look 
things up and clarify.  The textbook is not going to teach you anything, but it will answer your 
questions.  The content of medical school courses is not much different from premedical 
education, but the exams are very different.  They require you to figure out the answer – usually 
by eliminating wrong answers.  If you don’t organize your material, you won’t understand it and 
you won’t be able to think with it.  It’s actually that simple.  So, settle in, settle down, organize and 
let the ESP point you in the right direction. 


