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Veterinary Students Making a Difference
Lessons Learned From the Job Search
Colin Chaves, D.V.M.
Virginia-Maryland Regional College ofVeterinary Medicine, Class of 2002
I would like to share some of the keylessons I have learned, and re-learned,during my recent graduation, subsequentjob search, and newfound job in a smallanimal practice. Much of what follows isnot groundbreaking. Yet, from commentsI have received from interviewers, itseems even the most basic principles ofthe job search are often forgotten,especially by recent graduates. Some ofmy advice pertains directly to my ethics,while some indirectly relates.
1. PLAN AHEAD
Be prepared in advance of your jobsearch. I’m a strong advocate of writingeverything down. Therefore, Irecommend that you make a list of whatyou want and don’t want in a practice,and prioritize all aspects. This involvesmore than just salary and benefits. Get as

specific as you can about geographiclocation, hours, equipment, medicalethics, and anything else that isimportant to you. Don’t forget the ethicsaspect. How do you feel about cosmeticsurgeries, declaws, euthanasias? You can’tpossibly anticipate every contingency, butyou can address those issues that areimportant to you. For example, myemployment contract states that I don’thave to do anything that I don’t feelcomfortable doing. 
In terms of geographic location, the moreflexible you can be, the more particularyou can be about what type of practice inwhich you want to work. For someonewith strong ethics, who also had highexpectations in terms of work atmosphereand compensation package, I planned inadvance to look at a large geographicarea. Think about getting a list of AVARmembers in the areas you are consideringand making a few cold-calls to network.DO NOT fall into the trap of seeingyourself as anything less than desirable

because you may have ethics that falloutside of the mainstream of veterinarymedicine. Rather, consider how thismakes you special and potentially moreof an asset to a practice.
2. PREPARE FOR YOURINTERVIEWS
Don’t leave this until the last minute! Useall of your available resources. Absolutelylook at this web site,http://www.vetquest.com/Classifieds/,and go to the first three links along theleft side of the screen. Check out theirsurvival tools and other information,especially about interviewing. Considerusing them or another organization likethem. Nothing is stopping you fromusing a company like this (free to you)and pursuing your own job searchsimultaneously, which is what I did. I
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used the list I had prepared initially (step1); just read it to one of their agents, andlet him or her find matches. Get a set ofquestions ready to ask practiceowners/office managers on the phonebefore you ever go to an interview. Thisallows you to screen possibilities and savetime. Don’t be ashamed to ask anythingon the phone, as long as it is in aprofessional manner. DO ask about astarting salary range before you get offthe phone. You will be amazed howmuch wasted time this will save you.
3. SCHEDULE MANY INTERVIEWS
I have to give this one a separateheading. I went on approximately 25-30interviews over about three months.Sound crazy? I have NO regrets. EVERYinterview is a learning experience. Iwould need a book to tell all the thingsI’ve learned on them; everything fromtricks on spaying to practice layouts tomethods for working with animal rescueoperations. Not to mention that bywaiting awhile before looking, I was evenmore in demand because the major poolof new graduates had dried up by thistime. The system I developed consisted of1) an initial short question session overthe phone for screening purposes, 2) afirst interview generally lasting no longerthan one to two hours (you can do threeof these in a day if you plan carefully), 3)a second daylong working interview forthose practices that “made the cut.” Ifyou end up with a lot of goodpossibilities, make a spreadsheet to helpyou narrow things down. Generally, mybiggest concern was that I do not feelcomfortable doing cosmetic surgeries, catdeclaws, or any euthanasia that I don’tconsider appropriate (i.e., for non-medical reasons). I learned to talk aboutthese issues on the phone with thepractice owner after I had had a chanceto make a good impression in the firstinterview but before things became moreserious with a second interview. I neverhad any problems as far as this went. Ialways kept the discussion centered onwhat “I feel,” versus why doing those

things is wrong in general. A note onethics: just because your ethics on certainissues are in line with a practice owner’sdoes NOT mean you will get along orwork well together in general.
4. ATTITUDE IS EVERYTHING
This one also gets a separate heading. Aquote from one of my first interviews: “Iknow from your degree and your resumethat you have a good level of knowledge.Anyway, I can teach you things if youdon’t know them yet. What I’mconcerned about is your attitude. I can’tteach that.” This sentiment was echoed inmany variations multiple times. The rightattitude works. Make a great firstimpression and all of your requests andrequirements will be realized much moreeasily. Again, from interviewer comments,I’m amazed by how many intervieweesapparently don’t do such basic things asdress professionally, maintain eye contact,enunciate, and have a set of questions inmind that they want to ask theinterviewer. Private practices want aperson who is not only compassionate,but frankly understands that they will beworking in a business and will be part ofa team.
5. TAKE THE TIME AND DO ITRIGHT
This will be one of the most importantdecisions of your career. Most seniors inveterinary school allot themselves a small

number of days to go on a whirlwindseries of interviews. You probably have asix-month grace period before loanrepayment begins. USE THISPRECIOUS TIME. You will not regretit. Plan ahead while you are still in schooland do whatever it takes to be financiallyprepared for an extended job search. Youwill reap the rewards of careful planning.Statistics say about 80% of veterinariansleave their first job within 1 to 2 years. Ihave a feeling these were mostly peoplewho rushed the job search. If you havedown time between interviews, you cankeep sharp by volunteering at animalshelters, spay/neuter clinics, etc. They willbe ecstatic to have you, and you will bebuilding your resume at the same time.Watch an interviewer’s eyes widen whenhe or she asks you how many spaysyou’ve done, and you say 20 (or more)!
Of course there is no magic formula togetting into a practice that you feel goodabout in all aspects, including ethically.Understand that no matter how hard youlook, you will likely have to compromisein certain ways. Just know in advance thethings that you absolutely must have, andthose on which you can be flexible. Iwish anyone going through the job searchprocess the best of luck!
I would be happy to talk with anyonewho has questions or comments via e-mail: cchaves@highstream.net.
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