
HINTS TO STUDENTS 

ON TIIE ritOSECUTION OF THEIR STUDIES: 

Being Extracts from an Address delivered at Surgeons' Hall, Edin- 
burgh, at the Commencement of the Winter Session 1854. By 
James Spence, Esq., Surgeon to the Royal Infirmary, and Lec- 
turer 011 Surgery, Edinburgh. 

The commencement of professional study is a serious epoch ; it marks 
the period, when preliminary education completed, the youth begins 
to take upon himself the responsibilities, and enter upon the real 
business of life. You may well pause then, and count the cost, and 
brace yourselves for the struggle, ere you enter on the arena. 
From what I have seen, I have little hesitation in affirming that, 

as a general rule, the conduct of the first session will, in a great 
measure, determine the future success of the student. The most 
arduous step in the acquisition of any science consists in mastering 
its rudimentary parts : when that is once accomplished, the student 
soon takes an interest in it; every step in advance facilitates his 
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farther progress, until at length the difficulties of the more abstruse 
parts of it, instead of deterring, only stimulate to a willing labour. 

Hence you observe the necessity of an earnest beginning 
of your work?a firm determination to grapple with and overcome 
difficulties, and to proportion your work to your time, by habits of 
promptitude and methodical arrangement. 1 have said, "proportion 
your work to your time;" and, if you duly reflect on the value of 
time?the rapid, yet almost imperceptible manner in which it passes 
away?the necessity for promptitude of action and avoiding procras- 
tination will be at once apparent. I know this is a trite subject of 
discourse; but it is so intensely true, and yet so often practically 
lost sight of, that it must needs be repeated ever and anon. 

Aversion to labour is so inherent to human nature, that the 

tendency is always strong to take present ease, with the delusive 

promise of overtaking our work by future exertions, forgetting that, 
bv so yielding, the evil habit is gaining a surer mastery over us, 
and that, before we can arouse us from the spell, the best time for 
work may have passed away. This temptation is specially strong 
at the commencement of your career. The first stage in your 
professional life extends from its commencement to the date of the 
examination, which is so far to test your acquirements, and to confer 
a license to practise your profession. I do not speak here of your 
success in passing, as being your only or principal aim in study; 
far from it; I merely speak of it as a landmark in your career, and 
as one to which, in the first instance, you naturally and very pro- 
perly look forward with anxiety. Well, the period allotted for your 
?preparation is four years?a long time in prospect: and so you 
think, " I can spare a little time; I need not work so very hard 
just yet; besides, I'll study it more easily by and bye. What's the 
use of studying anatomy or chemistry from lectures and books ? I 
have to attend the practical classes again in the summer-session; 
yes, I'll study very hard in the summer !" And the summer comes, 
but botany and natural history are superadded to the anatomy and 
chemistry, and if study was felt difficult before, it is doubly so now, 
when the season itself seems to tempt to indolence. And then, as 
there are still three years, the neglected studies are deferred to that 
ever-receding period?" some more convenient season." Now, I 
think such errors would scai'cely be committed, did the student 

proportion his work and time; in other words, did he only, at the 
beginning, plan and arrange, in a tabular form, his required course 
of study, because, having done so, a glance would suffice to show 
him that, whilst, in the first winter-session, he had only two subjects 
to study, and ample time for dissection, in the second winter his 
time would be occupied by attendance 011 lectures, hospital, and 
dissection, from i) till 5, requiring proportionate study in the even- 
ing, and so on increasingly. When you think, then, of the long 
period ol four years for preparation, consider at the same time how 
much you have to do in it. 
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Another point of importance, at tlie commencement of studies, is 
to consider well the relations of the different branches of the medical 
and collateral sciences to each other, with the view that each be 
studied in its proper place, so that every step may tell upon the next. 
Thus, for example, by devoting your attention to Anatomy, Chemistry, 
and Botany during your first year, you are prepared to follow with 
advantage the courses of Materia Medica, Physiology, and Surgery 
in the second winter-session; whilst if, as is not unfrequently done, 
the student does not continue his studies during the first summer- 

session, and so omits the study of botany at that period, he can 
scarcely reap the same advantage from the course of materia medica 
the next winter as one who has. Indeed, I hold that the first 
summer-session is a period of great value, if properly employed in 
attending botany, practical chemistry, and comparative and practical 
anatomy, in laying a thorough foundation for the more strictly 
medical subjects which are to follow. By non-attendance at that 
period, the student not only loses these direct advantages, but, per- 
haps, is even more seriously injured by the breaking up of the habits 
of study he had begun to form. 

It is important that, ere the student enters on his strictly profes- 
sional duties, he should have fully completed that course of educa- 
tion in classical and general knowledge, which is so requisite in 

every learned profession. His mind, thus cultivated, will be better 
prepared for receiving and reasoning upon the doctrines of that 

science, which is to form the business of his after-life; he will have 
acquired habits of study and reflection, and have attained an age at 
which he will be better able to appreciate the value of time, and the 
importance of the studies on which he has entered, and thus to dis- 
criminate between that mere application of the memory, without 
mental reflection, by which he may attain a kind of knowledge to 
enable him to pass an examination; and that thorough knowledge 
and mastery of his subject, the result of thoughtful study and ob- 
servation, which can alone be serviceable to him in the active duties 
of his profession. 
As to his professional studies, the student of medicine ought to 

be fully impressed from the first with the idea, that he must study 
his profession both theoretically and practically as a whole, and 
beware of underrating any branch of it. The first subjects which 
should occupy his attention are, as we have seen, anatomy and 
physiology ; and, to understand the latter, he must acquaint himself 
with chemistry, and those collateral sciences which facilitate the 

explanation of most of the important phenomena of life. 
To anatomy, as forming the basis of all medical and surgical 

knowledge, the student ought earnestly to devote his attention from 
the first, by careful study and actual dissection; and, if he wishes 
to practise surgery with success, he must be prepared, not only to 
keep up, but to be advancing his knowledge of anatomy throughout 
life. 
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To tlie student of medicine, anatomy and physiology, besides 
their own intrinsic interest in a scientific point of view, possess 
claims of a special nature, as means to the great end he has in view; 
and, therefore, he should early habituate himself to apply the know- 
ledge of the facts he has learned to the elucidation of pathology, and 
as they bear upon the treatment of diseases and injuries, or the 
performance of surgical operations. 

Having gained a knowledge of these, the student is prepared to 
commence the study of the principles of medicine and surgery, which 
have for their object the consideration and treatment of the altera- 
tions in structures, functions, and relations of those organs of the 
human body which he has studied, in their healthy state. 

"Whilst attending lectures, it is well that the student should con- 
fine himself, in some measure, to one or two of the best modern 
authors as his text-books. Let him neither attempt too much at 
first, nor delay till the lecturer is more advanced, but begin with 
him, read over every evening, in a general manner, the subject in- 
dicated for the next day's lecture, so as to be somewhat prepared to 
follow it. Then let him study it more carefully after he has heard 
it lectured on, and whilst the illustrations of the lecturer are fresh 
in his mind. By this plan, his studies and the lectures will synchro- 
nize, and his progress will be comparatively easy. 

Let him then seek to perfect himself by diligent attention to 

hospital practice and clinical instruction, for it is from these latter 
that he must learn the true value of the principles he has been 
taught, by seeing them applied to practice, by noting the exceptions 
to general rules, and witnessing the ever-varying phases of disease, 
which no system of medicine can ever teach. 
Having so far acquainted himself with the principles and the 

practice of medicine, the student must cease to be the follower of 
one master, or of one system ; his duty and his interest alike call 

upon him to follow teachers whose principles and practice seem 
opposed, in many respects, to those which he has hitherto adopted, 
lie ought to follow them also, observe their practice, reflect on and 
compare their principles of treatment with those of his former teach- 
ers : thus his judgment will be strengthened, his ideas expanded; 
he will have learned what is sound in principle in each system, and 
will be less closely wedded to what is doubtful in either. In doing 
this, the student must necessarily examine controversial subjects to 

arrive at truth, but he should be very cautious as to the spirit in 
which he engages in it. Is it a simple and sincere desire to arrive 
at just conclusions as to some important point, and do you dispas- 
sionately proceed to sift the evidence, and satisfy your mind it is 

right and proper to do so ? Do the flashes of intellect elicited in 
the contest, the masterly powers of debate exhibited in a struggle 
for victory, rather than truth, excite your interest and admiration ?? 
Beware, for you are treading on dangerous ground ! 
Or is it the mere love of mischief or amusement, at seeing the 
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displays of temper, and the weak points of character, too often 
exhibited in professional controversies ? Do yon subscribe to the 
confession of a clever writer of the last century :? 

" I own I enjoy vast delight in the folly of mankind ; and, God 
be praised, that is an inexhaustible source of entertainment?" If 

so, how emphatically you would proclaim your own folly by such a 

course ! 
The student must also cultivate an acquaintance with the past 

history of his profession; for it is absolutely necessary to know what 
has been done in any science, if we wish to advance securely, with- 
out the risk of reproducing as new what has been already done, or 
if we wish to be able to judge of the previous causes of failure in 

plans of treatment, which have again been revived, with a better 

prospect of success. I know there are some who sneer at this as a 

waste of time, as they are pleased to call it, as merely gratifying 
curiosity, and who self-complacently ask what use there is in study- 
ing the works of men who, in many respects, were behind the merest 
tyro of modern times. 

" Just so " (says Mr Macaulay, speaking of 
such feeling), " we have heard a baby, mounted on the shoulders of 
his father, cry out, ' How much taller I am than papa!' Such 

persons can never want matter for pride, if they find it so easily, 
for they may boast an indisputable superiority to the greatest men 
of all past ages. We submit, however, that this is not the way in 
which men are to be estimated. We submit that Caxton's press in 
Westminster Abbey, rude as it is, ought to be looked at with quite 
as much respect as the best constructed machinery that ever, in our 
time, impressed the clearest type on the finest paper. Sydenham first 
discovered that the cool regimen succeeded best in cases of small-pox. 
liy this discovery he saved the lives of hundreds of thousands ; and 
we venerate his memory for it, though he never heard of inocu- 
lation. Lady Mary Montague brought inoculation into use ; and 
we respect her for it, though she never heard of vaccination. 
Jenner introduced vaccination ; we admire him for it, and we shall 
continue to admire him for it, although some still safer and more 

agreeable preservative should be discovered. It is thus that we 

ought to judge of the events and the men of other times. They 
were behind us ; it could not be otherwise. But the question with 
respect to them is not where they were, but which way they were 
going. Were their faces set in the right or in the wrong direction ? 
Were they in the front or in the rear of their generation? Did 

they exert themselves to help onward the great movement of the 
human race or to stop it? This is not charity, but simple justice 
and common sense. It is the fundamental law of the world in which 
we live that truth shall grow, 

' first the blade, then the ear, after 
that the full corn in the ear.'" Besides the respect due to them as 
the pioneers of science, there is much valuable practical information 
to be gained from the study of the older medical authors. Less 

dogmatic than the writers of modern systems, they detail their cases 
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with all their felt difficulties and doubts; and, in their process ot 

reasoning upon these, they carry their readers along with them; so 
that the student who considers them now, with all the aids of modern 
science to enlighten what was obscure to them, may, from the history 
of the past, reap many a useful lesson, and learn to avoid many a 

specious proposal, fraught with dangerous error. 
Throughout your course of study, cultivate habits of close self- 

inspection and self-interrogation. Test well your actual progress 
from time to time, daily if possible, and let not the question be, 
What resolutions or good intentions have I formed? what brilliant 

anticipations cherished ? what comprehensive schemes of future use- 
fulness have I planned ? but simply this, What new acquirements 
have I added to my previous stock of knowledge ? what advance 
have I made in my profession ? what have I actually done ? In 
the present day, you possess great advantages for the study of medi- 
cine. The facilities which now exist for becoming thoroughly 
acquainted with practical anatomy, can be best appreciated by those 
who, like myself, can recollect the difficulties which existed prior to 
the passing of the act legalizing dissection. Whilst the improve- 
ments made in the various methods of physical diagnosis; the ad- 
vances recently made, and still making, in organic chemistry; the 
applications of that science, and also the use of the microscope, to 
the study of structural anatomy, and to the investigation of disease, 
hold out a prospect of a sounder pathology, and, consequently, a 
firmer basis on which to found our treatment. 

But, remember, such advantages have their corresponding re- 

sponsibilities, and that they open up fresh fields of usefulness, which 
we look to you to cultivate, in such a manner, that you may advance 
the dignity of our common profession, by the benefits you confer on 
society 
And now, I have spoken of a long, laborious course of study, of a 

necessity for persevering industry; and you may ask me, What are 
the incentives to exertion ? what is our reward from that society 
which our labours benefit ? When we search the records of history, 
seldom, or only incidentally, do we ever find the names, even of the 
most eminent of our profession, recorded there. Is it the lot of 

medical men alone to be forgotten, when their work is done? The 
remark has often been made, that the medical man, however famed, 
is only known, during his own times, to his own class; and, to a 

certain extent, this is true ; and, if your ambition be to become the 
denizen of general history, I fear medicine holds out but little hope 
of such distinction. But you will do well to recollect that every 
service has its own appropriate rewards; and the apparent injustice 
complained of is more a natural consequence of the objects of history, 
than any slight on our profession. The historian seeks for the 

prominent causes which influence events, and, consequently, his 
attention is directed to those who, from their position in society, 
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and their political or moral influence on the masses of mankind, 
have given a direction to events, or impressed a character on the 

age in which they lived. And, as the duties of the medical man 
withdraw him, for the most part, from the arena of political agita- 
tion and public life, and confine him to the scenes of sickness, suf- 
fering, and decay, those every-day details in the great picture of 
human life, of which general history recks not, the historian seems 
to pass him by. But, nevertheless, his services pass not unrewarded. 
They are of a personal and private kind, and not soon forgotten by 
those who have experienced them; and bad as the world may be, 
the medical man who does his duty faithfully and well, though, like 
others, he may occasionally meet with ingratitude and disappoint- 
ment, is in general regarded with a degree of esteem and respect, 
such as is scarcely ever accorded to any other profession. 
And, seek a higher motive still. Mere love of science, an hon- 

ourable ambition to excel, or the desire of the approbation of those 
we respect and love, may prompt to large effort and exertion ; but 
each or all of these are liable to fail us, for the springs in which 
they arise are liable to be dried up. When we see those who gave 
high promise of excellence in their profession cut off, just as bright 
prospects of future success and distinction were opening up before 
them, we are apt to pause from effort, and to ask, what is the use 
of all this labour, when life is so uncertain ? When difficulties 
and disappointments beset our path ; or, when those, whose appro- 
bation had served to stimulate our exertions are removed, a 
feeling of despondency might lead us to give up the struggle. But 
the man whose motives of action arise from a higher source, and 
who looks beyond the present, though he may feel these things 
keenly, is preserved from yielding, by a sense of duty, knowing that 
his times are in God's hand. He does the work assigned him with 
all his might, as in God's service, and leaves the result to Him. It 
has been well said, that " no science is complete that does not in- 
clude the knowledge of the living God;" and experience proves 
that, when that is wanting, 110 amount of worldly success can ever 
fill the void. One of the most eminent philosophers of modern 
times, whose whole career was one series of brilliant discoveries and 
success, has himself told us??" I envy no quality of mind or intellect 
in others?not genius, power, wit, or fancy ; but, if I could choose 
what would be most delightful, and I believe most useful to me, I 
should prefer a firm religious belief to every other blessing; for it 
makes life a discipline of goodness, creates new hopes when all 

earthly hopes vanish, and throws over the decay, the destruction of 
existence, the most gorgeous of all lights, calling up the most de- 
lightful visions where the sensualist and sceptic view only gloom, 
decay, and annihilation." 

In such a belief alone, Gentlemen, can you find an abiding motive; 
one which will impart alike an interest to the commonest duties of 

life, and sustain you under every difficulty, discouragement, and trial. 


