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Dear Editor,

Following successfully establishing the National Undergraduate Neuroanatomy Competition
(NUNC) at the University of Glasgow, we wish to offer insights from the United Kingdom
regarding how medical school experiences may positively impact specialty choices, with
particular regard to neurosurgery, based on our experiences and those of our attendees."
Widely known as a competitive field requiring consistent commitment from potential candidates,
many neurosurgical careers now start in medical school.' This article also mentions that
students without a neurosurgery rotation had the “highest rate of selecting neurosurgery as a
field of specialty;” this is a thought-provoking point, implying that specialty exposure can
be crucial in deterring students from an ill-fitting career path as it is affirming for those who
remain committed.®>*!*!8! For those not deterred, early exposure is known to have a sustained
positive impact; in many instances, the first exposure some students may have to their career
prospects comes through their own student body in the form of student-led interest groups,
which can help students identify specialties suited to them and provide opportunities for
further exploration.!"*'®! Shakir ef al. touch on this and highlight the importance of educational
opportunities and mentorship for students from a range of initiatives.™

In the United Kingdom, student neurosurgical interest groups are predominantly individual,
based at assorted British medical schools. There are exceptions to this - the NUNC being
one; it is unique among student groups in that it offers the opportunity for students to win
neuroanatomy-oriented undergraduate prizes at a national level - an achievement which can
contribute significantly to developing a competitive application profile for surgical training."”

NUNC moved to the University of Glasgow in 2022, with the first Glasgow NUNC held in June
2023. NUNC is open to all undergraduate students with a neuroanatomical component to their
degree, but the predominant audience is medical students. All participants sit two examinations,
written by the Primary Chair of NUNC and overseen by anatomy department staff and an external
examiner. A single best answer (SBA) paper focuses on clinically applied neuroanatomy, while a
spotter examination utilizes especially dissected specimens to examine participants’ knowledge
of neuroanatomy in situ. Interest talks follow the examinations while marking occurs; in 2023,
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under the leadership of its first female Primary Chair, NUNC
was proud to welcome Mr. Henry Marsh as keynote, with our
first international speaker, Professor Fauzia Sajad and first
pediatric speaker, Mr. Aswin Chari. Prizes were awarded in
separate categories for clinical and pre-clinical students, with
distinctions then awarded to the top 10 scorers across both
groups.

Our experience as a local student-led group, establishing a
national competition with no prior foundation in Scotland,
proved both challenging and rewarding. NUNC offers its
committee a chance to perform detailed dissections, build
their own knowledge and fine motor skills, and work on
specimens ranging from white matter tracts to brainstem
nuclei. This is a rare opportunity for students interested in
a neurosurgical career where neuroanatomical knowledge
is arguably central, but access to suitable specimens/
facilities is not always available.!"" It has been widely shown
that dissection has a direct, positive impact on student
motivation, examination performance, and long-term
retention of information."*""! When it comes to NUNC
attendees, opening our doors to students nationwide gives
participants the opportunity to interact with and observe
detailed dissections they may otherwise not see, substantially
enhancing their appreciation for the three-dimensional
nature and variability of neuroanatomy.

The SBA paper provides an opportunity for candidates
to showcase their ability to relate their neuroanatomical
knowledge to clinically relevant scenarios. For the NUNC
committee, writing the SBA enables learning how to construct
assessment material that is not part of mainstream medical
school teaching, creating an alternative means of developing
knowledge.”’ In addition, it fosters close collaboration
and mentorship with academic staff, enabling the NUNC
committee students to gain more insights into the rigor and
high standards expected of medical school assessments while
simultaneously fostering their professional growth.*!”

One of the most unique impacts NUNC creates is the chance
to connect with like-minded students nationally; attendance
at national events is often accompanied by significant costs
that can make them inaccessible to students.'”’ NUNC’s
registration fee aims to be as low as possible (often below
$45 US Dollars), and we are fortunate to have support from
the Anatomical Society to provide bursaries supporting
students traveling from further afield and/or from low-
income backgrounds. This enables medical students to
come together and network, an opportunity which is vital
for career development but has little awareness among the
student body, as shown by our prior work.!1

The evolving narrative on this topic shows that the impact
of student-driven learning opportunities is significantly
increasing; these authors view this with profound enthusiasm.
Being able to innovate and offer our peers the opportunity
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to learn and achieve recognition for their dedication on a
national scale is deeply rewarding; we hope that our work
will further neurosurgery as a specialty by making it more
accessible to junior members of the medical profession,
challenge negative stereotypes, and provide opportunities for
innovative learning.
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