My Experience with Clinical Research in 2008


 When I started working as a research assistant, I had little experience with research and no experience with clinical research, specifically.  However, what I gained from this position is profound.  After studying the literature (which in itself was fascinating), I started assisting the chief researcher, and I realized something: research can actually be fun!  What I ended up doing was mostly prep-work (e.g. preparing binders and research notes, preparing all the tubes for blood tests, sending information to the pharmaceutical company, sending the blood samples to labs, running a quick blood test in the office, and helping the primary researcher in any way to make the operation run smoothly).  I actually would have enjoyed being given even more responsibility, but I was only there for a short while.  

Sure, sometimes, the prep-work and paperwork seemed trivial, monotonous, or unnecessary, but one must realize what he or she is doing will impact the entire pharmaceutical industry; thus everything has to be perfect.  While you do feel like a small cog in big machine, since the machine is so important and must run flawlessly, every cog is integral in insuring that the whole machine functions smoothly.  A clinical researcher is undertaking something that is much bigger than him- or herself; it is truly a humbling and rewarding experience and a noble enterprise.
Since we directly dealt with the health of the patients in these drug trials and wanted to obtain valid and accurate results, certain standards had to be maintained so that any favorable result could benefit a larger population. Timeliness, quality, and order are a must when conducting clinical research.  Maintaining these traits helps the trials run smoothly and allows for correct, legitimate data and prevents misinformation from being represented.  Another thing that a clinical researcher realizes is the importance of precision in information recording and reporting.  At the end of the drug trial, I realized that I was a much better note-taker.  Finally, the most important trait a researcher develops is the ability to follow instructions exactly.  This is the best way to safe-guard against contaminated data.  The skills picked up conducting clinical research can be applied to a wide variety of academic pursuits, such as laboratory research and in the classroom. 
While every person in any field should benefit from conducting clinical research, perhaps those who plan on working in the healthcare industry (doctors, nurses, pharmacists, medical technicians, etc.) will benefit the most.  Yes, everything mentioned above will be hugely enriching to a health-career student, but the most important aspect of clinical research is the patient interaction.  Not until professional school or training will a student get this level of exposure to patients.  I learned how to talk to and listen to patients, how to properly take down histories and other information patients provided, and how to take vitals.  Some lucky researchers may even learn how to draw blood and have other added responsibilities.  It is obvious how this aspect of clinical research might be beneficial to a health-career student.  Having this experience will also be a positive when applying to graduate and professional schools because it shows interest in the medical field and demonstrates the student’s ability to be successful in this field.
I know that I will carry the skills I obtained and lessons I learned from conducting clinical research beyond medical school and into daily practice of medicine.  I have no regrets in taking the position of clinical research assistant, and I am grateful for having been given this wonderful opportunity for an enlightening and fun experience.
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