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Several Doctor of Pharmacy programs have rescinded their requirement for applicants to complete the
Pharmacy College Admissions Test, modified their requirements for prerequisite coursework, and reduced
the minimum grade point average required for admission. As schools and colleges of pharmacy begin to
use these and other more holistic approaches to recruitment and admission, the quantity and quality of
students in the applicant pool will continue to shift. In alignment with their unique mission, values, and
vision statements, pharmacy programs have also expanded aspects of their application and review process
to increasingly focus on applicants’ leadership skills, community service, teamwork, collaboration skills,
and paid and volunteer work. These aspects allow them to look beyond a candidate’s academic perfor-
mance and instead emphasize skills and affective domain areas that are aligned with the Accreditation
Council for Pharmacy Education standards and Center for the Advancement of Pharmacy Education
outcomes. Ways in which pharmacy schools and colleges can refine their recruitment and admissions

processes to better align with their unique curricular and programmatic niche areas are discussed.
Keywords: admissions, matriculation, application, progression, holistic

INTRODUCTION

As the number of Doctor of Pharmacy (PharmD)
applicants has steadily declined every year since 2012
while the number of PharmD programs in the United States
has continued to increase (currently 144), the ratio of ap-
plicants to seats has decreased to 1.002." Students are ap-
plying to fewer institutions (2.6 programs per applicant) as
they understand they now have a strong advantage and a
greater likelihood of obtaining admission at their school of
choice. In response to this shift, schools need to adapt their
mindset to strategically and authentically focus on the
special niche areas within their program and other aspects
that differentiate their school to better ensure they attract
students who will enjoy and stay in the program as well as
thrive academically and, ultimately, professionally.

DISCUSSION
There are numerous differences between PharmD
programs in the United States, including in length,
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location, curricular delivery, organizational values, areas
of academic emphasis, stackable and dual-credential fo-
cus areas, and mission to serve specific patient pop-
ulations. To gain a competitive advantage by capitalizing
on niche areas and unique institutional branding, pro-
grams need to be mindful about marketing, messaging,
and application processes to successfully attract those
students who will be the best fit for their program. In-
formation on program-specific elements, such as in-
structional methodology, program mission, and
institutional culture, should be intentionally layered and
presented through various interactions with applicants.?
These elements comprise the organizational brand and
serve to create a psychological contract with applicant
expectations. The degree of alignment between what a
program offers and what applicants expect can be
assessed using several outcomes, including student aca-
demic success, retention, engagement, and satisfaction
with the program.’

Conversations between program and applicants have
begun to become more program specific, which helps
candidates get a better feel for the student experience at a
program. Such strategies allow students to better identify
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and determine the type of program, expectations, and
academic environment that best align with their prefer-
ences and strengths. Academic philosophy is becoming
an important indicator of a program’s uniqueness. Pro-
grams are highlighting flipped classrooms, team-based
learning, team-based projects and activities, simulation of
learning methodology, additional experiential learning,
specialized tracks, and dual and joint degree programs.’
While many of the experiences across pharmacy pro-
grams are similar, the sequences, structure, scope, and
focus of the pharmacy curricula vary widely between
schools. Intimately connected to the curriculum, cocur-
ricular elements will also need to be increasingly high-
lighted to help students gain a better appreciation of
student life at both the institution and the cities and towns
surrounding the institution. Schools will increasingly
need to make use of their connections to both current and
past students, developing a rich network of support in
ways that make the surrounding community a holistic and
immersive ecosystem in which students can build their
skills, networks, and future careers.

Measures that a school could use to assess whether a
candidate would be a good fit for their program and ac-
ademically successful include assessments of grit, emo-
tional intelligence, moral agency, personal strengths, and
preferences, as well as assessments of writing skills and
problem-solving abilities.*> Many programs have added
such assessment to on-site interviews and/or require them
as earlier parts of the admissions process such as sup-
plemental applications and essay questions. Other insti-
tutions have modified their interview practices, including
scoring candidates on multiple domains during the on-site
interview and using more robust tools to assess appli-
cants’ communication and interpersonal skills. Some in-
stitutions are using Multiple Mini Interviews and other
methods to evaluate applicants’ reaction to various clin-
ical and nonclinical interpersonal situations and their
ability to maintain calm in the face of challenges and/or to
de-escalate a difficult situation.®

These additional assessments have the potential to
create barriers for applicants, particularly first-generation
college students, underrepresented minorities, and others
who may not be as familiar with the process of applying to
professional degree programs. Programs are seeking to
address imbalances created by the use of standardized
examination scores and other metrics that have the po-
tential to favor students from more affluent backgrounds
and those who attended more academically prestigious
institutions for their undergraduate work. Many programs
have made taking the Pharmacy College Admissions Test
(PCAT) optional, while others no longer include PCAT
scores in admissions decisions. Most programs have
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already eliminated the requirement for candidates to have
completed a bachelor’s degree and instead focus more on
the prerequisite coursework they have completed. These
changes were designed to reduce barriers to applying and
to open to doors for traditional and nontraditional phar-
macy school applicants.

The transition from undergraduate to professional
coursework can be difficult for any student, particularly
for those with lower levels of academic preparedness.
Pharmacy schools will increasingly need to examine and
assess reasons for students having academic difficulty for
attrition in both the first professional year and beyond
within their program. Programs will also have to consider
the challenges students face in accessing undergraduate
education and completing prerequisite coursework at
community colleges or less prestigious institutions while
taking care of their family and addressing competing
priorities such as work and school.® Students may have
one or more markers that are associated with lower levels
of academic preparedness, including the institution they
attended to complete prerequisite courses; grade point
averages (GPAs), including cumulative and course spe-
cific; degree completion status; and standardized test
scores.” Other markers may be related to background,
including socioeconomic status, first-generation college
student (or professional student), rural location, and En-
glish as a second language.'® Communication abilities
such as listening, writing, and speaking, and presentation
skills can also be tied to student performance.''

After being accepted, increasing applicant readiness
before starting PharmD coursework can ease their tran-
sition into the program. Schools may have to explore new
methods for accomplishing this, such as delivering
PharmD-related materials and modules online or via live
platforms, and providing optional and/or required en-
richment activities for incoming students to engage in.'?
These readiness “boot camps” allow students to receive
concentrated educational materials and engage in activi-
ties that mirror what they will do in the classroom, as well
as increase their self-efficacy, confidence, and exposure to
pharmacy. Prior to students starting class, schools can
focus on learner specific factors, including preferred
learning strategies and developing self-awareness. Con-
tent specific factors can also be addressed, including
reviewing prerequisite course materials and receiving an
introduction to concepts traditionally residing within the
first year of the PharmD program. Programs could con-
sider extending conditional offers of acceptance to stu-
dents with lower GPAs or markers of lower levels of
preparedness, with admissions being contingent on stu-
dents completing these types of activities as required
coursework before starting the program. Distinctions will
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need to be made between these pre-matriculation pro-
grams and post-baccalaureate programs, which typically
require additional tuition, delayed start, and no guarantee
of acceptance.

Making modifications to the orientation process,
which has historically focused on welcoming new stu-
dents and providing them with information about the in-
stitution’s policies and resources, can aid in supporting
students as they adjust to the rigor of a professional pro-
gram."? To promote development in the affective domain
earlier in the program, some institutions have added
components to the orientation process, such as personality
assessments and assessments of baseline pre-requisite
knowledge, to help students gain better self-awareness."*
Programs can also use the orientation period to foster
relationships between students and between students and
faculty mentors, thereby improving students’ feelings of
being supported and belonging, which have been shown
to aid in student retention. Expanding both the time al-
lotted for and content of the orientation process can be
accomplished by using online modules for development
and readiness assessment in the weeks leading up to the
start of the first professional year. Completion of these
modules can also serve as a measure of student engage-
ment and help predict matriculation. '

Students need to be exposed to pharmacy careers
before they enter higher education in order for the
Academy to rebuild a healthy applicant pipeline. It is
important for programs to continue working with Acad-
emy on new recruitment and marketing strategies, in-
cluding the Pharm4Me campaign that targets
undergraduate students as well as middle and high school
students.'® Sharing these resources with undergraduate
institutions, healthcare associations, and other potential
partners is critical so that the pharmacy profession can
increase the output of a consistent message to the public
about what pharmacists do and what they are capable of
doing because of the advanced education and specialized
training they receive. Relationships between programs
and potential students can be fostered over time, with
applicants learning more about program specific differ-
ences as they gain increased exposure to academic and
healthcare environments.

CONCLUSION

Making changes to their admissions and onboarding
processes can be valuable steps for pharmacy schools to
take to increase the total number of applicants and in-
crease the academic readiness of students, which will
position them for success in the PharmD program and in
their future pharmacy careers. Schools and colleges of

250

pharmacy should expand their efforts to increase high
school and undergraduate students’ awareness of phar-
macy and the many roles of pharmacists as this will en-
courage them to consider pharmacy as a career and
thereby increase the number of applicants to PharmD
programs.
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