Personal Statement – Joseph Mendelsohn

To my knowledge, I remain the only clarinet-playing wrestler ever sent to an Olympic Games.  My background is, admittedly, rather eclectic, but my interests have led me to the practice of medicine, and for that, I consider myself extremely fortunate.  One of the many lessons imparted along the way by coaches, teachers, and friends, is the importance of taking something that you love, and completely dedicating yourself to it.  I've learned that I love to work with and for people, and that I love to work as part of a team. I love the thrill of taking a complex goal (e.g. bringing a major musical theater production to fruition) and by marshalling the abilities and resources of a large group of people, seeing it come together. I cherish working with people whether it be as a member of an orchestra or as its conductor, whether as a player on a soccer team, or the coach of a high-school wrestling team,  whether as a student in a group-project, or as a lecturer to a university classroom. I realize that I have a strong desire to work with people, to take care of them, to educate them, and to learn from them.  It is why I chose to practice medicine 

As a freestyle and greco-roman wrestler I trained under a (rather tyrannical) Soviet wrestling coach.  Though, by his own later admission, he initially held little promise for me, I eventually won three national championship titles for him.  I competed at the World Championships four times and on three occasions was ranked among the top 10 in the world.  I was also a delegate to the 1992 Olympic Games in Barcelona, Spain. 

I developed an interest in Computer Science and within a few years was teaching programming and computer architecture at DePaul University in spite of my only academic credential being a Bachelor of Music. Yet they kept giving me more and more courses to teach and in my final year of teaching (prior to entering medical school), I was named Faculty of the Year and awarded a $1000 prize.   

While in high school, there was a summer in which my wrestling coach required that I remain in town to train while my family went away on vacation. During the down-times, I picked up my brother David's old clarinet and a fingering chart, and bought a book on music theory.  I was not an immediate success by any means, but contrived in my head to become a symphonic clarinetist.  Seven years later I was admitted to the studio of one of the most sought after instructors in the world.  I was the only undergraduate performer in a studio filled with postgraduates from Julliard, Eastman, Paris Conservatory, and Berlin Hochschule.  I eventually performed with many different orchestras under conductors such as Zubin Mehta, Georg Solti, and Daniel Barenboim.  When an old wrestling injury resurfaced and precluded a symphonic career, I was hired as a conductor for various orchestras around Chicago for several years and was named "Best Maestro" by the Chicago Daily Herald in 2000. 

My period of difficulty during medical school and on Step 2 may be a reflection of a tumultuous period during which my father succumbed to Alzheimer's. During the period of his decline particularly between 2004 and 2006, I spent much time as one of his primary caregivers shuttling back and forth between Montreal and Chicago, and my performance suffered accordingly.  Still, failing to meet a challenge is in no way typical of my past performance.  I ask that you consider the letters and narratives accompanying my application along with my overall resume which provides a glimpse into my character and provides an indication of my determination to succeed and excel.  I am an unusually hard worker and have never failed to reach a high level of performance in any of my serious endeavors. 

As to specialty choice, I decided on anesthesiology for a number of reasons. I greatly enjoy the teamwork aspect of the operating room environment in which the anesthesiologist plays such a pivotal role.  It is an amazing thing to see a highly complex task such as surgery coming together via the efforts of a highly skilled team of people, each executing their job well, and aided by a myriad of truly fantastic technologies. I enjoy that clinical anesthesia requires the application of physiologic and pharmacologic theory in a dynamic setting.  It is exciting to observe a blood pressure trend on the monitor and to choose an appropriate pressor and dose to maintain stability.  Or to pick up a subtle ST depression on a heart failure patient and to employ a beta-blocker to successfully relieve a potential ischemia.   I also particularly enjoy the comforting role that the anesthesiologist is in position to provide just prior to surgery, and believe that I have some aptitude in this regard.   

As a self-professed technology geek, I continue to read about and try to employ new and cutting-edge technology.   Anesthesiology is clearly well-suited to this temperament such as in the use of ever-changing pharmacologic remedies used in pain management along with the imaging technologies for effective placement.  I am considering becoming involved with medical informatics down the road as anesthesiology presents tremendous opportunity for progress in this area such as in intraoperative management of data recording and physiologic monitoring, development of information systems, and effective use of handheld devices for applying evidence-based medicine to name but a few. 

I believe that I have a great deal to contribute to a residency program and hope that my efforts to this point will attest to my personal work-ethic and my reliability as an effective and personable team-member.  Though never a prodigy in any of my chosen disciplines, I always succeeded in attaining high levels of achievement.   Today my desire is not simply to pass boards or receive licensure; it is to become a superb anesthesiologist.  If the past is any indication, I am confident that I shall do so.
