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General overview: Dr. Valcour’s experience and plan for mentoring MSTAR students

The Memory and Aging Center at UCSF is dedicated to the training of medical students within and outside of our institution.  Dr. Valcour has worked with medical students and specifically the MSTAR program (and formerly Hartford Students summer program) since 2002, having mentored over a dozen first year students.  This work nearly universally results in poster presentation at national conferences and, in many cases, publications.

The research experience for MSTAR students is structured at the Memory and Aging Center.  Students work through a step-wise approach to organizing their clinically-oriented research project using a template analysis plan as a guide.  Briefly, the steps include:

1. Identifying a pertinent question related to aging and of interest to the student

2. Completing a literature review to answer three main questions: what is known about the topic, what is know about its association with the disease/marker of interest, what is the over-all significance of the work planned.

3. Developing a statistical approach to the problem

4. Obtaining and cleaning a dataset to study the problem

5. Statistical analyses – typically done in one-to-one sessions with Dr. Valcour with access to formal statistical consultations when needed

6. Summarizing the findings – this includes developing tables and figures

7. Presenting the results – students prepare a 10 minute slide presentation of the results

8. Conclusions – students write up the final conclusions of the work.

By completing the work in an organized analysis template, the students walk away from the focused summer experience with a complete project that can easily be used for future presentations or manuscript writing.  Typically, Dr. Valcour continues to work with these students throughout their medical school training to support completion of work (if not completed in the summer) and national presentation of findings.  Interested students may also start new projects, if time allows.  Dr. Valcour remains available for mentoring in aging research throughout their training (and beyond).
UCSF Resources for Mentoring MSTAR students: Description of the home institution resources and facilities available 
The UCSF Memory and Aging Center is housed on the UCSF Mission Bay campus in the Sandler Neurosciences Building.  The primary focus of the group relates to neurodegenerative disorders in aging patients.  Most faculty members are neurologists; however the PI is a geriatrician working side-by-side with the neurologists and neuropsychologist to add focus on geriatric issues related to the clinical and research projects.  Dr. Valcour is joined by other geriatric-trained clinicians, including a geriatric psychiatrist, geriatric pharmacist and several geriatric nurses.  Together, they form a core of resources to address aging-specific issues.  The Memory and Aging Center is on the first floor of the Sandler building and has access to an auditorium, multiple meeting rooms, academic offices, wet laboratories, a clinical research unit, and a neuroimaging suite.   Dr. Valcour’s space includes room for up to 5 research associates and extra space for visiting students.  There is a library in an adjacent building where students can work without interruption.  Subscriptions to most journals are readily available.  Dr. Valcour has a private office to meet independently with all students.  The Mission Bay Campus is connected to all other UCSF campuses, including the VA Hospital where the Geriatric Medicine program is housed, by free shuttles.  Together, there is a rich environment for students interested in the intersection of aging and neurodegeneration.  At UCSF, all MSTAR scholars meet for group didactics within the Division and all students experience clinical care in varied settings that include outpatient clinical research and clinical care settings.
MSTAR applicant’s participation in didactic and clinical activities during the research period
The Memory and Aging Center has an established rotator didactic series for all visiting scholars.  The program, directed by Drs. Georges Nasaan and David Perry, provides formal lectures in most neurodegenerative syndromes and includes one-hour lectures by geriatric psychiatry and nursing.  MSTAR students will have the benefit of being with a team of visiting trainees, allowing them to share experiences and providing a broader understanding of training in clinical research.  Many scholars are international and most are working on independent projects.  All rotators are allowed to participate in up to 2 clinical experiences weekly.  The primary clinic occurs on Friday and is designed for teaching.  Patients are examined in the morning with multidisciplinary assessments from physicians, pharmacists, nurses, social workers, and neuropsychologists.  Then, cases are reviewed in a teaching conference with an attending physician over lunch.  All patients are brought back in the afternoon for family conferences to discuss diagnosis and approach.  This is an unprecedented learning environment.  MSTAR students additionally attend Dr. Valcour’s “Over 80 Clinic” addressing cognitive disorders in patients over 80 years old and the HIV clinic, addressing cognitive disorders in aging HIV patients.  As a group and within the Division of Geriatric Medicine, all MSTAR scholars attend journal clubs, work-in-progress series of research development and analyses, and scheduled didactics in geriatric syndromes.
Plans for communication and support during the research period 
The students are encouraged to complete their research pairing up with Dr. Valcour’s research team.  There is a separate table within this section of the Center for this purpose.  This is just outside of Dr. Valcour’s office.  In this way, students can work with research associates for immediate help with smaller issues.  They gain a true understanding of how clinical research occurs.  Dr. Valcour also meets with students at least once weekly for at least one hour.  Since the research experience is structured through the custom analysis plan template, students can develop some independence with focused direction.  Typically, they will work on the plan, submitting it the day before meeting with Dr. Valcour.  Dr. Valcour will then edit with tracked changes and discuss during the meeting.  This allows the meeting to be spent on scientific discussion of literature review discoveries, data review, and statistical analyses.  Students are free to stop into Dr. Valcour’s office regularly and Dr. Valcour typically plans social events for students and staff at the Center each summer, such as lunch with the research associates.
