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Ophthalmology clinical teaching and
research fellowships: a pathway into
ophthalmology specialty training

BY NADIM KHADEM

phthalmology is known for being one of the most

competitive medical specialties in the UK, with 6.8

applicants per post in 2021. In fact, the competition ratio

has drastically increased in recent years, rising from 5.73 in
2020 and 3.24 the year prior [1].

The competitive nature of the field requires applicants to be well
rounded and demonstrate aptitude across a number of well-defined
domains in their portfolio: education; training and experience; audit,
research and teaching (Table 1) [2]. Much of this portfolio building
should begin as early as possible during medical training, with several
points being exclusively available at the undergraduate level. This
can be challenging due to the highly specialist nature of the field
and the limited exposure medical students and junior doctors get
to the specialty during their training. Furthermore, individuals who
decide to pursue ophthalmology after graduating medical school
may be disadvantaged owing to missed points, which can only be
obtained during medical school, and the limited time available during
foundation training to obtain sufficient experience for the application.

In recent years, there has been a rise in popularity of clinical
teaching (and research) fellow (CTF) posts throughout the UK [3].
Such posts are aimed at junior doctors who are either between
training jobs or have taken time out of a formal training programme
[3]. Not only do these posts provide a valuable asset for undergraduate
medical departments, they offer doctors a wealth of opportunities,
such as medical education, leadership, innovation, research and
clinical experience within a specialty of interest [5]. These all help to
make the CTF more well rounded and can enhance their portfolio
in preparation for specialty applications. Using one ophthalmology
CTF post as an example, this article will explore the benefits of
undertaking such a post in order to improve the chances of securing
an ophthalmology training number.

Junior clinical teaching and research
fellow in ophthalmology
The post titled ‘junior clinical teaching and research fellow in
ophthalmology' is based at the Royal Free Hospital and is one of
several ophthalmology CTF jobs available throughout the UK. It is
ideally suited for trainees post-Fy2 who wish to enter ophthalmology
specialty training (OST) and want to gain experience in teaching and
research to build their portfolio [6]. As the current post-holder, | feel
ideally placed to provide an overview of what the job entails and how
it can be of benefit to the OST application.

As with many CTF posts, this job provides a mix of teaching,
research and clinical experience. Post-holders will spend the majority
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of their time organising and delivering a teaching programme for
University College London medical students as part of their one-
week placements in ophthalmology. Such teaching includes the
fundamentals of ophthalmic history taking, clinical examination skills
and common presentations such as the red eye and visual loss. This
ophthalmology teaching also pertains to elective medical students,
nurses, orthoptists and foundation doctors. In terms of research,

the CTF actively contributes to research activities within the local
department. Principally this involves working with the phase 3 trials
team and coordinating imaging for the research, such as optical
coherence tomography and colour fundus imaging. Finally, the CTF
gains ample ophthalmology experience through regular attendance
in clinics and theatre sessions, where they are able to see patients
under supervision and acquire some of the skills necessary fora
specialist ophthalmic consultation. This experience is supplemented
by weekly departmental teaching for local ophthalmic trainees and
staff, including the CTF. The post is for a period of 12 months and is un-
banded Monday-to-Friday 0900-to-1700 hours, with no out-of-hours
commitments. A typical weekly timetable is illustrated in Table 2.

Benefits of the job

Not only does such a post provide ample opportunity to maximise
points for the OST application, but the wealth of ophthalmic
knowledge and experience gained by the CTF helps to form the
foundation of their ophthalmology career. Such experience gives
the post-holder a unique advantage upon entering OST as they have
already begun to acquire the basic knowledge and skills necessary
for ophthalmic clinical practice, such as slit lamp examination and
specialist investigations. The very act of teaching fundamental
ophthalmic concepts to medical students helps to consolidate

the CTF's knowledge base. Moreover, the lack of out-of-hours
commitments provides greater time for personal and professional
development.Based on the 2022 OST national recruitment scoring
system, the CTF post potentially offers 40 out of 50 points towards
the application portfolio (see Table 1).

Whilst many of these points can be obtained during medical
school and foundation training, the ophthalmology CTF position is
advantageous because it can give the post-holder ample exposure to
an ophthalmology department. The CTF has opportunities to write
about interesting or rare case reports seen in the department, publish
and present local study data at regional, national and international
meetings, and lead local quality improvement projects. All of these
can potentially yield prizes and awards, thereby contributing more
points to the portfolio.
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Table 1: Ophthalmology specialty training evidence folder 2021 [2].

Portfolio domains Guidance
Education Quialifications Maximum 4 points
1 point: per qualification - Intercalated degree, BSc, BA, MSc
2 points: MD thesis
3 points: PhD or DPhil

Prizes / Awards  Maximum 5 points
1 point: 1st in undergraduate degree*
1 point: best paper / poster at a national meeting, successful research grant application
2 points: best paper / presentation at international meeting, Crombe Medal (stood 1st in FRCOphth 1)
2 points (max): national undergraduate prize, e.g. The Duke Elder prize*
- 2 points for coming in top 10% of entrants
- 1 point for being in the top 60% (or a pass in 2016 or earlier exam sittings)

Training & Ophthalmology Maximum 12 points

Experience  specialty 4 points (max): non peer reviewed publications & case reports (only if first author)
links and 1 point: ophthalmic elective / project
commitment q
1 point: taster week
3 points (max):

- National / international ophthalmology meetings attended: 2 points max

- Regional ophthalmology meetings attended: 1 point max

- Minimum 4 hours of EyeSi assessments: 1 point max

- Attending eye clinic and theatre sessions (minimum 10 sessions with dates and signed evidence):
1 point max
3 points: FRCOphth part 1
2 points: Refraction certificate

Multi-Source Maximum 5 points

Feedback Must have taken place within 18 months of the interview
Audit, Publications Maximum 5 Points
Research & List of publications (preferably from a PubMed author search)
Teaching

Quality Maximum 5 Points

improvement/  Copy of your best QI project / audit, performed within the last 3 years of the interview
Audit projects
Presentations Maximum 6 points

1 point: regional presentations

2 points: national presentations

3 points: international meetings

Educationand  Maximum 5 Points
Teaching - Designing an educational course or e-learning tool
- Completing a teaching the teachers course
- Formal role in examining undergraduates
- Writing a chapter in a textbook
- Writing a book
- Higher teaching qualification, e.g. Diploma, Certificate or Masters in Medical Education

* Points exclusively available at undergraduate level.
Sections in bold show points which can be acquired from working as an ophthalmology clinical teaching and / or research fellow.

Table 2: Ophthalmology CTF weekly timetable [6].

Day AM PM

Monday Royal Free Hospital - retina clinic Royal Free Hospital - research and teaching administration
Tuesday Whittington Hospital - clinic based teaching Barnet Hospital — injection clinic / research

Wednesday Whittington Hospital - clinic based teaching Study / Research

Thursday Royal Free Hospital - Clinical Skills teaching Royal Free Hospital - Teaching / research

Friday Royal Free Hospital - Research Royal Free Hospital — Departmental teaching
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The ophthalmic knowledge and skills gained from the post facilitate
preparation for exams such as the FRCOphth part 1and refraction
certificate. Furthermore, the teaching component of the job enables
post-holders to undertake a formal role in examining undergraduates
and developing new educational resources, both of which contribute
further points to the application. Although not integrated into
the Royal Free Hospital post, some CTF positions may also offer
opportunities for higher teaching qualifications and completing
a teaching the teachers course (or equivalent). Finally, working
within a busy ophthalmic department offers ample opportunity for
gaining multi-source feedback, another important domain which can
highlight well-rounded trainees.

Challenges of an ophthalmology CTF post

Despite having numerous benefits, there are always challenges to
being a CTF, as with any job. In the case of ophthalmology CTFs,
there may be an initial steep learning curve as the CTF familiarises
themselves with the local undergraduate curriculum and specialist
ophthalmic and research concepts necessary for the role.
Furthermore, whilst the Royal Free Hospital post is clearly structured,
other posts may be relatively less so and this can be overwhelming
for some [7]. As a result, there is a need for CTFs to be proactive and
organised when planning their year. Fortunately, there are a growing
number of resources available to new CTFs which provide advice on
how to make the most of their time in the post [8].

Tips for finding CTF posts in the UK

Although there are a number of ophthalmology CTF posts advertised
yearly, many are advertised towards the beginning of the year so that
the start dates coincide with the end of the junior doctor training jobs
and the start of the undergraduate academic year. Such posts may

be advertised locally or online through websites like BM) careers and

NHS jobs [3]. Itis advisable to set up an ‘email alert’ using your desired
search criteria which will provide regular updates on newly advertised
jobs. A simple Google search for ‘ophthalmology clinical teaching /
research fellow' may also identify positions newly advertised across
the country. Another option is to approach the local ophthalmology
department or medical school(s) to enquire about potential job
opportunities locally.

What to expect on the CV

Due to the competitive nature of ophthalmology, it is no surprise
that ophthalmology CTF posts are highly sought after. CTF job
advertisements are usually explicit regarding the required ‘person
specifications’ and may vary depending on how much teaching or
research the role demands. Table 3 highlights some of the common
‘essential’ and ‘desirable’ requirements which candidates may be
expected to demonstrate through the CV and interview [6,9,10]. It is
important, however, for candidates to fully familiarise themselves
with the specific requirements for each post they apply to.

What to expect at interview

The interview process for many of these posts is typically panel-based
and conducted either face-to-face or remotely online. Interviewers
may be ophthalmologists, medical school staff, members of the
human resources team or researchers. Whilst a major goal of the
interview is to identify whether candidates meet the essential and
desirable selection criteria for the job, is it an important opportunity
for candidates to find out more about the nature of the job role

and working environment. Candidates should ensure the position
allows them to achieve their goals for time out of training, for
example, opportunities to obtain higher teaching qualifications and
publish research [11].

Table 3: Common requirements for ophthalmology CTF posts.

Selection criteria Essential

Training and .
qualifications

Basic medical qualification, e.g. MBBS or
MBChB

. Full GMC registration with a licence to practice .

Experience .

of Foundation Programme training or equiv-

Desirable

. Intercalated Degree

. FRCOphth part 1
Royal College of Ophthalmology certificate in optics and
refraction

. Prior clinical experience in ophthalmology as a doctor*
. Completion of a teaching skills course*

Participation in clinical audit*

alent
. Experience of teaching in a clinical environ-
ment*
Skills, knowledge . Genuine interest in undergraduate education* -
and abilities . Organisational skills*

. Verbal and written communication skills*
. Leadership skills*
. Understands the principles and value of

. Good Clinical Practice (GCP) certificate

. Research and publication record*

. Understanding of local medical school undergraduate
curriculum®

research*®

Career objectives . Demonstrates a desire to pursue ophthalmol-
ogy as a career*

Personal qualities . Team player*

. Self motivated*

. Ability to organise and prioritise workload

effectively*
. Flexible, caring and hard working*

. Able to relate to students, patients and medi-

cal colleagues*
. Ability to motivate and support others*

Other requirements - Satisfactory health clearance
. Satisfactory DBS clearance
. Appropriate immigration status

*May be assessed at interview

. An understanding of the current NHS environment,
including reforms, initiatives and issues*
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Table 4: Example interview questions for ophthalmology CTF post.

Tell us about your CV, concentrating on elements that are relevant to
this job.

What drew you to this post?

How have you gone about researching our medical school
curriculum?

Tell us about a research / audit / teaching project that you instigated
and pushed to completion.

What undergraduate teaching have you delivered in the last 12
months?

What clinical experience do you have in ophthalmology so far?

If you were to get this post what would be your personal goals during
this year?

The exact format of the interview may vary depending on the
institution and CTF job description, however, interviewers will typically
ask questions regarding the candidate’s teaching, research and clinical
ophthalmology experience throughout their undergraduate and
postgraduate training. Example questions are provided in Table 4.

In general, interviewers are keen to find out why a candidate is
interested in their institution and that particular job role. A useful tip
is to speak with previous post-holders regarding their experiences
[11]. Not only does this give realistic insights into the benefits and
challenges of the job, but it demonstrates initiative and proactivity
to the interviewers. Finally, it is not uncommon to be asked about
potential real-world scenarios in the interview, such as a busy,
overbooked ophthalmology clinic in which medical students are
shadowing and expecting teaching. Such scenarios test the candidate’s
ability to think on their feet and apply problem-solving skills to
common scenarios they will encounter during the job. It therefore
helps to anticipate and prepare for such questions.

Conclusion

Despite some of the challenges an ophthalmology CTF job presents,
the benefits to the post-holder are clear. As well as providing
opportunities for teaching and research, working as a CTF gives junior
doctors time and support to improve their chances of securingan
ophthalmology training number and develop themselves as future
ophthalmologists.
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