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ABSTRACT

A “stopover” is a period of time between graduation from high school and the beginning of an university
programme. This period of time can provide opportunities for personal development, professional advance-
ment and experiences with other countries and cultures, just to name some possible options.

This paper presents a study of stopover experiences of three students in the Medical University of Varna,
Bulgaria. Semi-structured interviews were conducted to discover and explore the experiences, motives,
challenges, activities, and reflexions during the stopover year. Ten important themes from the stopover
years were identified and analysed with qualitative research methods. Stopover years present opportunities
for young people to invest in their personal development, to gain experiences for their future professional

career and to prepare themselves in the best possible way for their university studies.
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INTRODUCTION

This paper addresses the individual experiences
of having a “stopover” time between school and uni-
versity, and how these experiences differ from oth-
er people’s more common decision of going straight
to the university. We call “stopover” a period of time
between 3 and 24 months which an individual “takes
out” of formal education, training or the workplace,
and where the time out is situated in the context of
a longer career trajectory (1). The majority of peo-
ple opting for a “stopover” do it with the purpose of
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traveling, maturing or developing themselves further
2,3).

Beck views the experience as a way for young
people to reflexively construct their identity. Reflex-
ivity can be defined as “the ability [of agents] to re-
flect upon the social conditions of their existence
and to change them accordingly” (2). O'Reilly sug-
gests that the “transformative experience of travel”
contributes to the building of a “reflexive self-iden-
tity” (3).

Another aspect that should be taken into con-
sideration is the performance during the studies.
Students who took a so-called gap year for 1 year
achieved better academic results compared to stu-
dents who started their studies directly after gradu-
ating from high school (4).

Our findings presented here show a new per-
spective to the commonly known aspects of a “stop-
over”. The reasons for having a “stopover” were
mainly related to being unable to study medicine di-
rectly after finishing school. Therefore, the contents
of the “stopovers” were kind of plan B’s and backfall-
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solutions, though still involving the aspects of travel-
ing, maturing, and self-development.

AIM

The aim of this paper is to explore students' ex-
periences from “stopover” years and the reasons for
having a “stopover” year before one’s studies. In this
way we aim to encourage other people who may be in
the same situations as the participants of this study
to consider taking a “stopover”, and see it as a suc-
cessful opportunity, even a forced one.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

This is a study about different experiences dur-
ing the “stopover” between high school graduation
and medical studies. In comparison to our chosen
term “stopover”, Jones uses the term gap year (1).
Jones defines a gap year as: “any period of time be-
tween 3 and 24 months which an individual “takes
out” of formal education, training or the workplace,
and where the time out sits in the context of a lon-
ger career trajectory” (1). Gap year travel can include
backpacking, or independently organized travel, but
can also be arranged through structured placements,
when provider organizations coordinate accommo-
dation, volunteering, employment, etc.

We will describe the perspective of three dif-
ferent students from Germany. All of them study in
Varna, Bulgaria, at the Medical University of Varna.

We chose a semi-structured interview meth-
od with ten main questions, allowing for a natural,
participant-driven flow of data collection. Because
of the COVID-19 pandemic, caused by the corona-
virus (SARS-CoV-2), the interviews were taken via
video calls and phone calls. Our perception of the
non-verbal cues from the interviewees was limited to
more obvious emotional expressions during the in-
terview, like laughing. The method of our choice was
the semi-structured interview in order to have some
flexibility and follow our respondent’s narrative. Due
to our topic, which includes experience reports, we
considered this method to be appropriate. Based on
our research questions, we prepared an interview
guide with main and follow-up questions (Table 1).
The combination of prepared and reactive questions
during the interview enabled us to get a comprehen-
sive picture of the experiences during the time from
graduation to the beginning of the studies. The inter-
views were taped on a recorder and transcribed to-
gether with the notes. To be able to evaluate the inter-
views, we assigned the different statements of the in-
terviews to different categories. During the first step
we filtered out relevant statements. In the second step
we assigned the statements to different categories. In
the last step, we considered which categories could be
combined into main categories. These main catego-
ries then resulted in our theme pool (Table 2). With

Table 1. Interview questions.

®What did you do after high school graduation?
How did you prepare for that time?

Was it easy to come to that decision?
®How did you feel during your “stopover”?

What are some positive experiences?
What are some negative experiences?

©What are some things you miss from that time?
What are things you do not miss?

Would you make the same decisions again?
How does this experience help you?

How did it hinder you?
How was this experience important for your growth?

®How did you make the decision to not immediately proceed with your university studies?

©What are some memorable experiences during that time?

®If you were to repeat that life path, what are some things you would need to consider?

®What are some reasons for you to recommend this experience to others?
®How did this experience change you and your life trajectory?

©What are some differences between your life now and then?
®How do you think that your collected experiences might help you with the daily life in university/hospital?
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Table 2. Themes extracted from meaningful statements.

Theme

Development
(personal,
career)

Not allowed to do more activities in job > Doctor allowed to do more
Can implement skills in practice
Learned how to deal with patients and people
Look at situations from different perspective
“Otherwise, I would not be where I am now”
“I was able to see the world, to get to know different cultures and people”
“In the end it has brought me to the decision that [ was sure about really wanting to study medicine”
“If I had not had all these experiences, I would not be here where I am today
Learning of foreign language: Chichewa
Helped to find out what person wants
Helped person to become tougher

Examples of Highlighted Statements

tH)

Challenges
(personal,
social,
environmental)

“I cannot study medicine in Germany”
“If I could have, I would have gone straight to university”
“Numerus Clausus” decides
Forgotten how to learn and takes longer
Confrontation with probably not reaching the dream to start the studies
Missing of regular income
Person gave up whole life before coming to Varna
Long waiting time to start studies
“I got confronted with xenophobia/racism”
Self-defence and gaining respect
“We got a call and informed that someone wanted to commit suicide”

the purpose to keep the participants anonymous, we
call them “Respondents” in the following analysis.

RESULTS

Alternative Pathway

Three different interviews show three different
alternative decisions to bridge the time to start study-
ing. Here, Respondent 1 (R1) and Respondent 3 (R3)
show similarities in their work as paramedics. But
there are differences here as well. R1 first dealt with
whether dentistry would be something for him. Af-
ter R1 realized that “normal medicine” would be bet-
ter suited to his abilities, he thought about how he
could use the waiting time. He became aware of the
job as a paramedic and applied for it. Even after the
training he worked there. R3 on the other hand de-
cided to use a gap year with a length of 2 years to pass
the waiting time efficiently. In doing so, 1 year was
planned for a project at a hospital in Malawi and a
trip to Spain to visit his relatives. After the time there
was over, the spontaneous decision was made to train
as a paramedic. In comparison, R3 did not continue

to work as a paramedic after the training and start-
ed his studies right after. Nevertheless, R3 is tempo-
rarily active in ambulant care of disabled people and
elderly. Respondent 2 (R2) chose a different path. He
knew about the problem of waiting time from the be-
ginning and started a career as a paediatric nurse, as
which he worked for several years. This with the in-
tention to gain first experiences in the medical field
and to determine if he would be suitable for the lat-
er profession as a doctor. He then decided to contin-
ue with a training to become a flight attendant and
worked there until he started his studies. The second
training was aimed at the desire to do something
good for himself, to gain further experiences, to see
other countries and cultures before the daily univer-
sity life was to start. All three respondents bridged
the waiting time - sooner or later — by working in the
medical field.

Reflection and Assessment

All three respondents show a reflective behav-
iour regarding experiences and opinions during the
whole interview. In all three interviews there are un-
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certainties regarding the moment of the start of the
study. Many decisions were made based on this. Di-
rectly after leaving school, this problem is the begin-
ning of the central theme during the “stopover”. This
thread becomes clear with R1, R2, and R3, who built
the future on the hope of finally getting a place at
university. R1 and R2 also had similar experiences
due to their similar life paths. Some points of reflec-
tion are related to the time during the training and
the subsequent professional activity. For instance,
R1 discussed his experiences with intercultural ac-
quaintances, which he would not/could not make in
his usual daily life. R1 is also reflective regarding his
choice of career and finds that the first idea (dentist-
ry) would not have been suitable for him in the long-
term and that medicine would be the better choice.
Furthermore, he brought aspects with advantages of
practical experience for medical studies. However, he
was also able to express difficulties during the “stop-
over”, which were on an interpersonal and learning
level. Looking back, he would start the study earlier
and, thus, shorten the waiting time.

R2 expressed at the beginning that he wanted
to do something for himself before the study would
start. He could clearly state this by having started a
second education and so he was able to discover the
world and different cultures. Also, the intention to
first obtain a medical education and thus gain expe-
rience in the medical field shows a good approach
to the topic of “stopover”. In the interview with R1,
R2, and R3 it becomes clear that in all three cases
the choice of training was absolutely appropriate and
neither of them regret the step. They express positive
experiences and advantages regarding the studies.
Also, the personal development has been positively
promoted by this.

R3 made predominantly interpersonal - pos-
itive and negative — experiences during his stay at
the hospital in Malawi and the paramedic training
in Germany. The decision to do two gap years after
school seems to have been easy, even if it was nec-
essary due to the difficulty to directly enter medical
school. It seems that the stay abroad had a positive ef-
fect on the respondent’s attitude. Since the goal men-
tioned at the beginning was “to pass waiting time ef-
ficiently”, this could be confirmed by the statements.
Furthermore, the statement in retrospect that the

stay in Africa in order to work there at a hospital was
one of his dreams also suggests a positive evaluation
of the waiting time used.

All three respondents seem to have benefited
personally and professionally - in terms of their fu-
ture employment - from the “stopover”. None of the
respondents expressed concrete dissatisfaction with
the choice of path - quite the opposite, in fact.

Challenges

Regarding the challenges of the respondents,
there are differences but also similarities that can be
observed. Starting with the similarities, we can state
that since the overall topic of the interview was cen-
tred around the “stopover” experience, all the re-
spondents had the goal to study medicine sometime
in the future. Furthermore, all respondents initially
tried to enter a German university to start their med-
ical studies. Unfortunately, due to the lack of vacant
places, the high “Numerus Clausus” and 7-8 years of
waiting time, they have chosen - or forcibly did - a
“stopover”, which lasted a couple of years. Moreover,
there was the constant uncertainty whether the goal
of the medical studies could be reached someday.
Consequently, all the respondents studied one pro-
fession, where one of the respondents (R2) even stud-
ied and practiced two professions during the “stop-
over”. These were the main challenges that all the re-
spondents were facing equally. Two of the respon-
dents, R1 and R2 stated that they are missing the reg-
ular income or have less money due to not working
anymore but studying full time. Additionally, they
had to give up the life they had led until then and
R1 put future relationship plans on ice for studying
in Varna. The larger age gap additionally was anoth-
er challenge for the two respondents, due to taking
longer time for studying for R1 or feeling older com-
pared to fellow students. In contrast to the first two
respondents who mainly had the dramatic change of
life, no more regular income and the age gap in com-
mon, the third respondent, R3, faced challenges of
xenophobia and racism of others during the “stop-
over” and suicide attempts of people involved with
the participant’s respective work.

Decision About Studies

Concerning the decision-making process, one
can see that all three respondents had little simi-
larities and were rather different in deciding what
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to do during the “stopover”. The similarities that
can be stated is the decision of doing a training. All
three respondents chose to do at least one training
in the medical field, which were R1 and R3 becom-
ing a paramedic and R2 becoming a paediatric nurse.
Each participant had nevertheless some differences
with the type of decision-finding process. R1’s de-
cisions were mainly influenced by external factors
like the parents or the “Numerus Clausus” and had
a careful approach on informing himself about what
he wants to do and the training he wants to pursue.
R3 on the other hand entirely made instinctive de-
cisions that took form a few moments to two weeks
at most to make. R2 seemed to have made decisions
that were planned in advance. Another difference
that can be mentioned are the initial goals. R1 first
had made the decision to become a dentist, where-
as R2 and R3 already had in mind from the begin-
ning that they wanted to study medicine. An addi-
tional difference in decisions that can be noticed is
that R1 was not focusing on doing additional train-
ing, whereas R2 might have done another training in
the medical field. Also, R1 and R2 rather felt like ab-
solving the “stopover” was like a detour before start-
ing studies, R3 thought, despite it being a detour, that
it was a good thing to have two gap years.

Personal Development

The next part that is being analysed is about the
development of the respondents, which can be ob-
served in the personal matters, but also in terms of
the career they were pursuing, which will be a big help
for them when becoming future doctors. As an over-
all similarity, it can be stated that every participant
has developed themselves personally but also respec-
tive to their career. On the personal level, all three re-
spondents have stated their rise of independence. R1
and R2 explain that they have learnt to be responsible
for themselves and to manage their life on their own
and R3 states to have learnt about another culture,
a new language Chichewa (language in Malawi) and
has become more independent. All respondents have
stated that their “stopover” has broadened their hori-
zon in multiple ways. R1 states that he looks at situa-
tions from a different perspective now. R2 states that
he was able to explore the world and to learn about
different cultures and people. R3 states that he has
accepted certain situations. Looking at the develop-

ment of the career, every participant has gained new
insights, experiences and valuable knowledge during
the “stopover” to implement in their future medical
profession as doctors. R1 states that he has learned
how to deal with people and patients, adapt to col-
leagues and can therefore implement these skills in
the future, but has also realized that a doctor is al-
lowed to do more activities compared to his initial
training, which also contributed to the development
of the desire to become a doctor. R2 says that all his
experiences brought him to where he is now.

Emotional State

The next topic that will be analysed and dis-
cussed is the emotional state of the respondents dur-
ing the “stopover”. Both positive and negative emo-
tions were experienced during the “stopover”, though
it can be clearly discerned that the negative emotions
have greatly surpassed the positive ones in this in-
terview. Starting with similar negative emotions,
one can notice that each of the three respondents felt
anxious about whether they would be able to achieve
the goal of starting to study medicine. R1 and R2
stated that they did not expect it to take so long and
be so hard to get a place to study medicine. Another
emotion that every one of the different respondents
felt, was the feeling of missing something. R1 stated
that for him, something was missing, which was be-
coming a doctor and missing the “end of the work-
ing day”, since now the day does not “end” after uni-
versity, but continues with studying multiple hours.
The emotion of missing for R2 and R3 was different
to R1. R2 and R3 rather missed tasks that were relat-
ed to their work. On the other hand, the emotion of
particularly not missing something was also part of
the interview. R1 stated that he did not miss mon-
ey, being dependent on other people or arguments
with other people involved in his working life as a
paramedic, where the latter is the case for R3 as well.
R1 and R2 were comparing their abilities with fellow
students or classmates, stating that they would feel
inferior in terms of studying or age. A strong emo-
tion of regret can be perceived from R1 who explains
that he waited in vain, did not make the studying
happen and could have already been finished with
his studies if he had started them abroad earlier. An-
other single emotion is the painful experiences of in-
terpersonal conflicts that R3 got affected by.
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Even though the interviews predominantly
talked about rather negative emotions, there were
a couple of experiences that revealed positive emo-
tions. R3’s positive emotions are focusing on past
events, like due to a colleague who had pleasure in
teaching R3 how to deliver babies and other things
he knew around it, and could adapt to different situ-
ations. Overall, R3 thinks that the “stopover”, despite
its challenges, has been amazing and gave him a feel-
ing that he had achieved a dream. The positive emo-
tions of R2 are concentrated on the current situation,
where he is happy about having made the decision to
come to Varna. And ultimately, R1’s positive answer
is focused on the future where he has hopes for more
success in further semesters.

Professional Experiences

All three respondents had made some practical
and medical experiences during their “stopover”. R1
did a training as a paramedic, which lasted two years,
with school and practical training. After that the re-
spondent worked in that field for different employers.

R2 attend a training as a paediatric nurse and
worked there for two years. After that he did a second
training as a flight attendant and worked there for a
few months before he started his studies at the Medi-
cal University of Varna.

R3 worked at a hospital in Malawi. For this oc-
casion, he did a preparation course that lasted a few
months. Also, he undertook a training as a paramed-
ic for a few months, but after he received the diplo-
ma, he did not work in this profession, but worked
instead as an ambulant caregiver for disabled and el-
derly people.

Each respondent states that it is good to have
some experiences in a medical profession. This helps
during the seminars in university. Reading an ECG,
communication skills, human interactions or just
having an idea of the topics the professor is talking
about helps to understand medical connections more
easily.

Besides, two of the three respondents also men-
tion aspects about negative experiences. R1 has had
bad experiences with his earlier employer. R3 had
negative experiences during the paramedic train-
ing and experienced xenophobia/racism or negative
human interactions. Also, he pointed out that one
sometimes does not know what to do in certain situ-

ations, even if one has had a training or a qualifica-
tion, like how to stop a suicide attempt.

R1 mentioned that, while working, one can
train in medical procedures, but also learn a lot about
intercultural backgrounds and how to deal with re-
sponsibility. One can use differences between people
to start an interesting conversation and learn from
each other. Also, a finished qualification gives one a
security feeling, because one knows that one can ac-
tually do something. In addition, R3 states that one
can earn respect for the things one does during work.

Future Planning

R1 had some troubles with finding a profession.
First, he thought about beginning a dentistry study
and therefore did an internship. After this he decided
to study human medicine. But he knew that he had to
wait because of his grades from high school. Mean-
while he became a paramedic and worked there for a
while. But the goal was always to study and become
a doctor. Every year he applied at different univer-
sities in Germany — unfortunately, he did not get a
study place. So, he decided to apply in Varna. If this
wouldn’t have worked, he would have worked as a
paramedic until he would have gotten a place at a
university. While working, he always saved his mon-
ey, because he knew that in the future he would study
and not be able earn more money.

R2 also always knew that he wanted to study
medicine. Therefore, he started the training as a pae-
diatric nurse by knowing that this would be the most
obvious training for the following studies. He was
certain that this qualification would enable him to
get useful experiences.

R3 did a gap year at a hospital in Malawi. For
this he had a nine-month preparation. He did this
mainly to pass the obligatory waiting time in order
to then start studies at a medical university. But he al-
ways knew that working in a hospital is something he
wants to do in the future, so he started the internship
to be more prepared for his future profession.

Insecurity

Every respondent was troubled during the pro-
cess of becoming a doctor with different but com-
parable topics. There was uncertainty about situa-
tions in the present or potential ones in the future.
R2 wasn’t sure if he would have had a chance to go
to university in the future, or if he would have had to
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stay in his profession as a nurse. Furthermore, there
was the uncertainty whether he would have received
a study place in Germany, in Varna, or elsewhere. He
placed his bet on the waiting time in Germany, but
later he realised that he had to find another solution.
Today he knows that without all these troubles and
uncertainties he would not have ended up in Varna.

R3 did the same by betting on waiting time.
Also, he thought that he had better chances to get a
study place if he waited a bit by doing a gap year at a
hospital and undertaking a training as a paramedic.
He didn’t know how to make the dream to become a
doctor reality.

During his time in Malawi, R3 had a few trou-
bles. One of them is that he couldnt believe that
he can do tasks that were given to him like deliver-
ing babies. Some interpersonal conflicts during the
paramedic training were also a challenge. But all of
these experiences helped him to rise and to find the
way he is going now.

R1 did not think a lot about training to be-
come a paramedic. He was a bit naive. He thought
he would work as a paramedic for only two years and
then could study medicine.

Sometimes he had troubles and bad experienc-
es during his work as a paramedic, so that he was in-
secure with the things he did. He thought that he was
not a good paramedic, but when he changed the em-
ployer, his confidence came back.

He now knows that it was a good decision, be-
cause he has the opinion that he wouldn’t have moved
and studied abroad when he was younger. He knew
it would be easier to move further away from fami-
ly and friends when one is older and more confident.

Resources

All three respondents have gained some experi-
ences that are helping while studying and becoming
a good doctor.

R1 always trusts his parents who helped him to
find his way. But he also relies on others. He mean-
while gained experiences about some medical situa-
tions because of his work and can imagine and visu-
alize these situations better while studying. Also, he
already has basic medical knowledge and must not
learn it again, like reading an ECG.

R2 also gained a lot of medical knowledge due
to his studies and his work experiences. These valu-

able experiences and know-how will give him great
support during the clinical semesters.

R3 knows how to deal with different people, so
that he always can find a way of how to get to know
patients. He does not only focus on the illness, but
he also wants to learn about the people as well. The
human with his fears and family. Furthermore, the
family of R3 is a helpful resource to feel comfortable
and confident.

DISCUSSION

All three interviews show a variety of path-
ways chosen by different respondents. There are in-
dications of similarities in their experiences, which
they were allowed to undergo, but also strong differ-
ences. The chosen themes are the results of different
subcategories, which were widely discussed in all in-
terviews. Of course, the respondents’ statements fall
into the different categories to varying degrees. It is
clearly visible that all three respondents were allowed
to gather both positive and negative experiences dur-
ing their “stopover” — in retrospect, however, the pos-
itive ones seem to predominate. All three are large-
ly satisfied with their choice of journey and do not
regret any of their steps. The different pathways en-
abled them to grow on a personal level as well as on a
professional level. The respondents’ ability to reflect
retrospectively on their experiences during the inter-
view allowed a good insight into their perspectives.

The goal of our project was to find out what ex-
periences our respondents were able to gain during
their “stopover”. Furthermore, we were interested to
determine to what extent these experiences helped
them to develop further and to prepare them for
their future work life. Looking at the results of the
analysis, one can see that each respondent has under-
gone a very individual development based on their
experiences. While one respondent is more intent on
strengthening their self-esteem or inner strength, the
other is more concerned with positive experiences
with a sense of responsibility for themselves and for
others. In addition, the gathering of previous profes-
sional knowledge and the ability to stand up for and
reflect on one’s own needs could be observed. In the
end, all three respondents had the same goal, which
was achieved more or less in a roundabout way. We
can state that since the overall topic of the interview
was centred around the “stopover” experience, all the
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respondents had the goal to study medicine some-
time in the future. Furthermore, all respondents ini-
tially tried to enter a German university to start their
medical studies, but because of the large gap of vacant
places, the high “Numerus Clausus”, and 7-8 years of
waiting time, had chosen or forcibly did a “stopover”,
which lasted a couple of years. All the respondents
stated, “I cannot study medicine in Germany” or that
it is “hard to enter university”, that there is “hardly
the possibility to study medicine in Germany” and it
being like a “miracle” if it happened. Moreover, there
was the constant uncertainty whether the goal of the
medical studies could be reached someday.

Consequently, all the respondents studied one
medical profession, where one of the respondents
(R2) even studied and practiced two professions dur-
ing the “stopover”. These were the main challenges
that all the respondents were facing equally. More-
over, all respondents were able to benefit from their
decisions and therefore ended up in Varna. They
chose a path of their lives which they had not pre-
viously imagined or which they had imagined dif-
ferently. Based on experiences in the circle of rela-
tives and acquaintances, it can be said that not many
would have chosen this pathway and possibly would
have given up earlier. Nevertheless, as the path goes,
“you grow with your challenges”, the self-imposed
task of finally being allowed to study medicine forced
the respondents more or less to deal with the topic of
how the waiting time can be used effectively. Each re-
spondent decided on the most suitable path for him-
self and was successful there.

CONCLUSION

The purpose of our research was to present the
motivations and experiences for a “stopover” before
medical school.

With the help of a detailed study of the partic-
ipants’ experiences, these were illustrated and dis-
cussed. The paper is intended to encourage other
people who are faced with similar decisions to take a
gap year, even if they are kind of forced to do so. De-
spite the obstacles, it is still worthwhile to take this
step. In fact, one can gain a lot of valuable experience
and thus go through an individual maturing process
before studying medicine. Pursuing your goal and
not giving up is important. After all, success is the
reward at the end.

In Germany in particular, many students face
the challenge of the “Numerus Clausus”. This pre-
vents most potential students from starting their
studies in a timely manner. For many, the path to
medical school therefore seems hopeless. Students
who have chosen the waiting period as a possible way
to enter medical school consider a job in the medi-
cal field to be useful. In this way, valuable experience
could be gained in both the medical and social fields,
which might not have been gained if they had started
their studies directly. In addition, these experiences
seem to have a positive effect on the course of study.

Regarding later work as a doctor, experience
gained before studying can be largely helpful. Dur-
ing their studies, it has also been shown that students
with previous work in the medical or social field
stand out more positively in their performance.

Especially in the medical field, competent
doctors should emerge from their studies who
have had experience with people, their fears, their
problems, and challenges. This basis can be gathered
during the “stopover”.

All authors contributed equally and are listed in
alphabetical order.
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