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“We Ask for Your Help”: Reflections on Asking Medical 

Students to Graduate Early to Serve in the Pandemic 
 

By Linda Tewksbury, MD, MPHE; Lynn Buckvar-Keltz, MD; Molly Poag, MD and Victoria Harnik, 
PhD 
 
 
Reflecting on an email sent to their M4 medical students on March 24, 2020, Drs. Tewksbury, 
Poag, Buckvar-Keltz, and Harnik—educational deans and directors at the NYU Grossman School 
of Medicine—share their experiences of asking senior medical students to consider graduating 
early and serving in a “COVID Army” in the early days of the pandemic … 
 
 
This is the email we sent to the NYU M4 students in March 2020: 
 

Dear Class of 2020, 
  
With the growing spread of COVID-19, our hospitals inundated with patients and our 
colleagues on the front lines working extra-long hours, we are still short-staffed in 
emergency and internal medicine. Burnout of our doctors has become a growing 
concern. 
  
We ask for your help. The medical school and the university have agreed to 
permit early graduation for students who agree to begin working as an intern now.  This 
is consistent with a national discussion regarding the early graduation of eligible 
medical students so they can join the healthcare workforce prior to the typical July 1 
starting date. 
  



We are writing to ask you to consider this option. We will permit students in the Class of 
2020 to graduate early if they: 
  
-Met all graduation requirements….and, 
-Voluntarily agree to work as an MD in our Internal Medicine or Emergency Medicine 
Departments beginning in April. 
  
Please note that you do not have to be going into the fields of internal medicine or 
emergency medicine to join our physicians in the fight against COVID-19. You are also 
eligible even if you have matched at a program outside NYU.  
  
Students who meet the above criteria, and agree to join our workforce early, would 
be fully compensated, with an intern-level salary and full benefits…… 
  
We thank you for considering this request at this unprecedented time in our history. 

  
 
Asking our students to volunteer to serve was not an easy decision.  
 
Our residents and hospital-based colleagues were working overtime in surging ICUs, saving lives 
in the face of many unknowns, with serious shortages of personal protective equipment (PPE), 
ventilators, and bedspace in the emergency rooms and ICUs. Attendings and house staff from 
several other departments including Urology, Dermatology, ObGyn, and Psychiatry had 
volunteered to care for hospitalized patients—many of whom had COVID-19—on our expanded 
medical wards and ICUs, to supplement our Internal Medicine colleagues’ services.   
 
After just a few weeks, everyone was already exhausted. Relief and support were needed. As 
we compared our situation to that of medical schools in the parts of the country not yet 
experiencing this epidemic surge, the leaders of our academic medical center determined that 
this was an urgent, “all-hands-on-deck” situation and decided to raise a “COVID Army” to 
expand capacity and maintain a much-needed emergency health care workforce. Medical 
students in the final weeks of their education were asked to join. 
 
In the days following the email we sent to the NYU Grossman School of Medicine Class of 2020, 
we met repeatedly with students, both individually and in town halls, about the opportunity to 
graduate early and move close to the frontlines. We answered questions and offered wise 
counsel even as we, ourselves, grappled with a fluid and dangerous situation. We emphasized 
that there were many honorable personal reasons to decline this option. We tried to assuage 
concerns that not serving would leave students feeling regretful or lacking in honor.   
 
Mostly, we listened. Reminding them that COVID-19 likely wasn’t going anywhere soon (little 
did we know!), we told them that they would still be sorely needed in July. We reassured 
students they would be placed with experienced teams and, most importantly, that we 
believed they were ready.  



 
Most of us in the “over-fifty crowd” were not on the frontlines, but we were all eager to 
contribute asking, “What can we do?” Like our students, we were watching our mostly junior 
colleagues in Northeastern US hospitals face the most frightening epidemic of this century. We 
rehashed the lessons learned from the HIV epidemic, the threats of SARS and Ebola, and the 
scramble to restore our medical school to full function after Hurricane Sandy devastated our 
campus and closed our hospitals in 2012. In each of these scares, our students had risen to the 
challenge, gone well beyond what was expected, and had demonstrated their capacity to 
provide the best possible patient care with compassion and character, on the bedrock of 
support and guidance from their teachers.  
 
Ultimately, nearly half our eligible students answered this heart wrenching “big ask” by 
volunteering to serve as “junior physicians” during some of those terrible early weeks of the 
pandemic.  The Internal and Emergency Medicine residency programs did a superb job with 
these newly minted physicians, ensuring they were well supervised and assigned to teams 
where they could quickly learn what they needed to know.  
 
The work was brutal, emotional, and morally heavy. One early graduate reported back that 
every single patient they had “signed out” the evening before had died by the next morning. 
The “deer in the headlights” stare often resolved into a smile of relief when we showed up to 
volunteer to assist teams or otherwise check on them.  
 
Most of the students we spoke with found the work very meaningful. And, thankfully, not one 
of them got sick.  
 
 
Sending our students off to the unknown was an emotional challenge for us as educational 
leaders. As medical school deans and directors, we attempted to do what we always do. We 
supported students as they decided what was right for them. We helped them to weigh their 
many competing obligations. We prepared them as much as possible, reminding them they 
were not alone and could depend on us to be there for them along the way.  
 
As the situation evolved, early graduates had unique opportunities to explore their sense of 
duty in important ways. Initially, medical students had to shelter-at-home with little to do; 
many experienced the frustration of pent-up altruism. Like their peers across the country, our 
clerkship students were sidelined from the clinical environment because of the short supplies of 
PPE and unknown level risk to health care workers. Now, the M4s were being given the choice 
to return to the hospital and take on new tasks and unknowable risks. 
 
The creativity that emerged was astonishing. Students across all class years worked together to, 
for example, assemble PPE, volunteer with social service agencies to provide essential services 
for the homebound, update family members of their loved ones in the hospital who were not 
allowed visitors, call scared patients with their COVID-19 results, and in many other important 
ways.  



 
The early graduates showed up day after day upon their return to the hospital, stretching 
themselves beyond their limits. Some of their work is described in a book by journalist Emma 
Goldberg published in June 2021, Life on the Line: Young Doctors Come of Age in the Pandemic, 
which describes how making the choice to answer the call for help forged them into physicians.  
 
Most students did not believe they were “heroes,” when they knew that they merely doing 
what was expected of them as physicians. They reported being humbled as they witnessed the 
singular devotion of the nurses, respiratory therapists, food service workers, housekeepers, and 
their supervising residents, fellows and attendings. They were struck early and repeatedly by 
the terror and suffering of their patients. They were changed. 
 
Ultimately, the “COVID Army” metaphor proved inadequate. We remain grateful to them for 
responding to our email and stepping up and supporting our teams and our workers. We will 
continue to offer our support as those days shape their professional identities and how they 
view patients and healthcare teammates for the rest of their careers.  
 
 
 
For further reading: 
 
Kalet AL, Jotterand F, Muntz M, Thapa B, Campbell BH, Hearing the Call of Duty: What We Must 
Do to Allow Medical Students to Respond to the COVID-19 Pandemic, Wisconsin Medical 
Journal 2020; 119(1):6-7.  
 
https://www.ama-assn.org/residents-students/residency/life-line-young-doctors-come-age-
pandemic  
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