Encouraging Budding Surgeons – the German Way
A visit report on the Theodor-Billroth Academy ®
Ian L. Alberts
4th (penultimate) year student
St. George's Hospital Medical School, University of London

I was fortunate to be selected to attend the 3 rd Summer School of the Theodor-Billroth-Acaedmy ® held in Tübingen in
August 2010. The summer school was founded by Prof. Björn Brücher, a surgical oncologist, who developed a model
for encouraging young surgeons early in their medical school career, and providing them with a professional support
network. The summer school was established in response to the growing concerns over training the next generation of
surgeons; concerns which exist on both sides of the English Channel.
To this end, the summer school draws together students and academics from across Europe, and following in the
tradition of the academic and surgeon Theodor Billroth, provides an unusual opportunity to gain hands-on experience at
an early stage in a medical student's career.
The summer school lasted two weeks, with the course, accommodation and social evenings provided at no cost to the
participant. The programme was packed, with a wide ranging lecture programme delivered by Germany's most
respected surgeons and academics. The lectures ranged from the breadth of surgical careers, academic pathways to
issues surrounding the future of surgery, such as the financing of health systems and leadership. An academic
programme included pathology, surgical skills and suturing and wound healing.
However, there was also a heavy focus on the practical side of surgery. With the support of Covidien a comprehensive
suturing and surgical anastamosis course allowed us to perfect our suturing and stapler technique with pig intestine and
trotters. With the support of Karl Storz, we were able to practice OGD and colonoscopy on models, and perform a
laparascopic cholecystectomy on a pig liver. A particular highlight of the course was the day spent performing surgical
dissections; something which is now sadly missing from most UK medical school curricula. The time spent learning the
skills of dissection was tested during the operative surgical class. Here, in small groups, students performed surgical
procedures under the guidance of consultants on freshly prepared cadavers. We were able to perform a variety of
ENT/Head and Neck, Cardiothoracic, Orthopaedic/Plastic and General Surgical procedures which until now I had only
seen at a distance in the operating theatre. We were also lucky to be able to spend a day practising plastering, nailing
and plating, and arthroscopy with the orthopaedic surgeons.
A further aspect of the course was the social programme. Prof. Brücher's concept of the summer school is to enable
students to develop a professional network for their careers, not only amongst the other students, who will hopefully be
tomorrow's surgeons, but also amongst the top academics and surgeons from across Germany who participated in the
summer school. A series of scientific working dinners allowed us to talk and socialise with surgeons and academics in a
manner which would be very rare outside of the summer school.
I am extremely grateful to Professor Brücher and his team for being afforded this opportunity. The lecture series
provided a practical insight into a surgical career, providing exposure to a side of the discipline which is not normally a
feature of the undergraduate curriculum. The practical side of the course not only provided a unique hands-on insight
into what a hands-on profession, but also conveyed the sense and enjoyment of a surgical career. I was also impressed at
the welcome and hospitality of the summer school, arriving as an English student in a German language summer school,
as well as the generosity, moral support and encouragement of the entire academy. This generosity and support
continues beyond the summer academy, in the form of an alumni network, regular meetings, as well as professional
support and help with career planning.

As is the case in Germany, UK surgical training is in a state of flux. Changes in training imposed by the Calman
reforms, Modernising Medical Careers and the European Working Time Directive, as well as student's changing
expectations of work-life balance poses a grave danger to UK surgical training. The concept of the academy: to identify
and encourage potential future surgeons; and to provide them with a professional support network is both timely and
prescient.

The author (central) and colleagues performing a radical neck lymph-node dissection under the expert supervision of
Dr. B. Hirt.
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