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May 15, 2009

Dear Doctor:

Why Changes?

Two years ago, then President of the ABA, David Chestnut, announced some important changes in both the format and content of Oral Boards.  It is now clear the exam is in many respects more demanding, ever more rigorous.  To keep up the high pass rates we have always had, some important changes are in order.  The purpose of this letter is to enumerate and fully explain the nature of the changes proposed. 


For those already signed up

Those who have already signed up for the Friday-Sunday meeting will not be impacted directly by these announced changes.  The money paid will fully cover those meetings and in fact, there will be no difference in price between the costs now and when you signed up and nor will there be a change in dates or times.  Actually, for those already signed up, the time on Sunday will now be longer, with the course ending at 1600 rather than noon.      

Big Red with all Oral courses

For those not already signed up, Big Red will now become a standard part of the Oral course and will be included in the price of the course; Big Red will be packaged with the cost of course, in other words.  Big Red will still be available separately and if one buys it separately and then subsequently comes to the course, the cost of Big Red will be fully deducted from the cost of the course.  In other words, there is absolutely no penalty for buying and working with Big Red in advance of deciding whether, which, and when to attend a course.  

Standard-Essential PREP

The standard course will now be two days, Saturday and Sunday, and obviously priced at a rate less than the three day course.  This will enable those of you who cannot make it Friday to have a full package, a normal course where you don’t feel you are paying for time you could not attend.  

Extended-Essential PREP

The extended course which some of you have signed up for now will be Friday-Sunday.  Again, some of you have already paid for this and now will have some extra time on Sunday.  To re-iterate, we formally ended at noon and now will end approximately 1600 on Sunday.

Observation Only

Some people, especially for a first course, don’t actually feel their time is well-spent by taking the tests.  They get a lot from simply listening, hearing the questions, and reviewing the answers.  The course will now offer an observation only feature for those not desiring to be tested.  

Residents

In many cases, residents desire to get in the swing of Oral Boards sooner.  Many don’t seem to have much problem on Written exams but desire to be exposed to high quality testing and previewing of the kind offered earlier in their training.  I certainly encourage this since I know that many residencies have so-called practice orals during their residencies which really in no way match the rigor of the real exam.  The course does match the rigor and, in addition, covers the entire range of cases so a resident can certainly gain a tremendous amount by attending the course.  Further, there now is both an observational rate only as well as rate for taking examinations. 

Fellows

Fellows need and deserve a discounted rate.  However, since they most often actually preparing for the exam, they should take exams, too.  For those fellows not taking exams, an observation only experience can also certainly be undertaken.  

Repeating courses

The cost of the course for those repeating will be lowered.  While the course is the best available, it is respectful and courteous where possible to reduce the course cost for those repeating it. 

The Endgame:  The 4 Day Final Push PREP, Penultimate PREP, and Final Polish PREP

Courses immediately before the exam will also be altered in format to meet more and various needs.  The Final Push PREP will be a four day, Thursday-Sunday, option and then, for those desiring a “Penultimate PREP” there will be another two days from Tuesday to Wednesday.  The day off on Monday will be useful for all of us who have been there for four days at the Final Push to reorganize and reload and for those taking the test on Thursday and Friday, the day off on Monday will provide a time to get in position to work and review on Tuesday and Wednesday at the Final Polish PREP.  Therefore, two groups will participate in the final two days, Tuesday and Wednesday, namely those taking the “Penultimate PREP” as well as those desiring the “Final Polish PREP”.    

Important Differences Between Courses

There are some important differences between this and other courses.  Chief among these is that my course will have strict size limitations, as I desire to test everyone who desires to test with me.  Further, I really must respectfully must say that a course which primarily offers tests among friends does not simulate the exam in the same rigorous way as my course where exams are primarily given either by me or by my Board certified, very experienced faculty.  The “choose a partner” (AKA “Dot” courses), I believe, are just too warm and fuzzy, not realistic, and don’t simulate the actual exam in intensity, difficulty, or expectations.  Therefore, such courses are significantly less valuable training for the actual examination.   

Why Mandate Big Red

Why mandate Big Red, which has stood on its own for so long?  Yes, Big Red is of sufficient quality to stand on it’s own and it has for a long time.  However, for the past couple of years, it has developed that many are not using or commanding Big Red.  These people are simply not doing as well as the others who do; a clear difference in performance at the course and upon Boards has emerged.  This is clear to both me and to my faculty who teach at the course.  However, by the time people figure it out at the course it’s too late to do anything about it.  Here a typical comment I get:  “I took another course last year.  The book was priced into the course, and it seemed like a better value.  However, it turned out the book is way too big, cannot be memorized, has millions of extraneous details, is not well-written, and cites many studies which simply are not tested.  The summarizations in Big Red are just better, it has many fewer extraneous details and it’s better written.  Besides this, it ended up that the course he had was huge, over 230 people at one weekend, he did not test me himself, and the whole thing just didn’t work out. . .it was a big disappointment.”  So, in this way, not pricing Big Red into the meeting has hurt the people whom I serve.  

Another comment came from Dr. Don Drennon, from Dallas.  Don has been with me for years teaching at the Oral courses.  He is an outstanding anesthesiologist and a fine teacher of hundreds of people.  He said this:  “Things have changed.  People are not working with Big Red and consequently, they lack a critical information database, they don’t have information on the tip of their tongues, they don’t know what they should know, and they are verbally stumbling time after time.  Bring everyone on the same page again like it was when I took the course.  Make Big Red a standard part of the course.”

Both arguments are compelling to me.  There is simply no question that while others have tried to copy Big Red, they have not done so as their materials are voluminous and simply not well written.  I sure believe in Big Red and I, too, see people stumbling and ultimately failing because they don’t have Big Red and are often using other, inferior central sources.  

Again, to emphasize, I have no idea how a course with over 200 people for two days can possibly be personalized or very effective—not that wasting time does not cost very significant money.  I have no idea how each person can get a critical sense based upon personal and valid encounters with experienced examiners exactly how they are doing and what they need to do to improve.  Simply put, I submit they cannot—cannot be effectively and adequately evaluated and cannot gain a critical sense for areas of needed improvement.    

Summary of Changes

Therefore, in summary, moving forward, Big Red will be a standard part of the course and will priced accordingly.  There will now be a two day standard course as well as more advanced three day meeting where outlining and presentation will be showcased and highlighted.  At the very end, the week before the exam, there will be a four day course as well a “Penultimate PREP” review side by side with a “Final Push & Polish PREP”.  Big Red will be part of all courses.  

Big Red will still be for sale as a stand alone, as it always has, and the price will not change.  For those who have already paid for a course along with Big Red, the current prices exactly reflect what you have paid for.  

For people who buy Big Red separately from the course and subsequently desire to sign up for the course, the price for the course will be adjusted—in other words lowered with the price of Big Red being deducted from the course cost, as noted above.  For example, if you desire to attend a three day course and have purchased Big Red yourself the cost of the course will be adjusted to reflect your previous purchase.  

Other valuable useful Oral Board materials, specifically Spiels and Ranger Red, will not be deducted from course prices as they will not be packaged as of now with the course.  In time, this may and likely will happen, but is not in place at this time.  

For those who, “Already have Big Red”

For those who call and say, “Gosh, I already have “Big Red” from a colleague who passed it on to me from several years ago.”  My posture in this case will be the same as other courses which package materials with their courses, namely that the course book comes with the price of the course, it is reflected in that price, it’s fair, you need the most current and updated material (I did another major update just this year), and this is the best way for me to help you be successful—for everyone to be on the same page and to have Big Red be a standard part of what everyone who works with me gets and is asked to fully review.

Again, there will be price reductions for repeaters and a new resident and fellow rates.   

These changes will make the program better.  We will all be on the same page, expectations can be more uniform, and we can all move forward together and achieve greater success—which is the bottom line.  I must admit that over the past couple of years it has become increasingly frustrating to hear people stumble and struggle on material which is clearly in our central source, Big Red.  Of course, this will always happen to some extent, but it’s happening just too often and the real loser is the one who is not preparing properly—many of you.  So, although this will perhaps cause some financial loss for me, it’s worth it if you pass.  

Another benefit is that there will be greater choice here, specifically with respect to people who can just attend, for work reasons, on Saturday and Sunday.  Again, I would surely encourage you to attend Friday, where outlining and presentation will be strongly emphasized, but if that’s not possible perhaps this will create a better and more fair value for you.  The course began as a weekend course and then I added Friday as a bonus.  However, as time passed people who could not make it felt slighted, even though the exams were made up.  Let’s correct this misimpression by lowering the price for those who can only come on Saturday and Sunday.    

With respect to the courses, there are fewer of them this cycle because the ABA moved it’s date for the ITE from July to March.  This is compressing what I can do for the Oral program.  

With regard to the content and success of the Oral courses, the news is better than ever.  The course remains the very best of its kind.  I’m at the top of my game, but I also happily report that the faculty is increasingly excellent, too, and it’s been nice for me to see their great progress over the past several years.  We have a very seasoned, experienced, and excellent group of teachers assisting me at the Oral course.  

The course is small, strictly limited to no more than 30 active (test taking) participants, and this provides a very good learning atmosphere.  Oral courses just aren’t as good, in my view, when they get too big.  They become impersonal in an arena where individual instruction and attention are important.  

Here is the schedule for the Oral courses and I’ll enclose some comments from the recent past.  Some excellent insights are included.  

Review of Oral Course Dates

Oral Board Courses 

Fall 2009

NY/NJ

---------

Chicago

---------

Los Angeles

August 14-16

Chicago

August 28-30

NY/NJ

September 4-6

Dallas


September 25-27

Minneapolis

Oct 1-4 (Minn Final PREP)

Oral Exam:

Oct 5-9 (Minneapolis)

Thanks

I’m humbled and gratified to have the chance to work with you.  I’m very confident, based upon the comments and feedback of so many, that the course is the very best possible approach to passing Oral Boards, it will offer many more choices for you to become excellent, and I hope very much to be on your winning team.  

Best regards, 

Niels F. Jensen, M.D.

Board PREP Coach
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