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An Inquiry of Biomedcial Education and Its Teaching

Methods in Taiwan

Michael Cheng-tek Tai. Ph.D.
Chungshan Medical College.
Taichung.Taiwan

I. Introduction.

Increasing value has been placed on medical humanities including biomedical
ethics in medical education in the last two decades. [1] [2] The MCAT ( Medical
College Admission Test) of USA and Canada regards students’ failure in competence
of medical ethics in the same way as failure in science or clinical subjects.[3] The
poor clinical performance of physicians is attributed to as the result of poor medical
knowledge and of moral failing by overlooking patients’ concerns. [4] To train a
good physician, improvement o ethical sensitivities and analytic abilities must be
carried out along with the imprc vement of students’ knowledge of the technical and
scientific aspects of medicine.[$] The inclusions of more humanistic ideas in medical
teachings in north America and England is a proof of this new understanding.

II. A Survey of the Bioethics Teaching

The medical educators in Taiwan have also noticed this new trend of medical
training and thus beginning to revamp its curriculum since the 90s as a response. [6]
Courses in bioethics have become required subjects for students in all medical
colleges. Full time faculty members in the field of bioethics have also been
appointed.  Questions, however, such as : is morality teachable ? can the bioethical
courses yield any positive result ? in what way can we teach bioethics ... ? etc,

remain in skeptical minds.

To find out how Taiwan’s medical students feel about bioethics course, a
survey has been done through the assistance of the National Scientific Research
Council. The purpose of this survey is to find out how medical students including

some medical professionals, feel about medical ethics after taking bioethic course or



at least attending a bioethics seminar. Questions such as whether or not in their view
medical ethics is teachable, how can medical ethics be effectively taught, should the
bioethics course be a lecture only class or should it be a discussion class ?  how

about the size of the class....etc were asked.

The questionnaires were sent to 9 medical colleges in Taiwan and all responded
except one. There were close tc 400 respondents and the findings of this survey are
most encouraging as great majcrity of respondents stated that the learning of bioethics
can be most helpful in their clirical decision-makings. The following conclusions are
derived from this survey study:

1. Bioethics cannot be regarded as a western product. Its important is
universal.(92%)
2. Biomedical ethics must be emphasized in this biotechincally advanced age.

(91.2%)

3. The conferences on biomed cal ethics should be convened periodically to provide

opportunity of discussion for medical professionals. (86.3%)

4. Learning of biomedical ethi:s can reduce the litigation resulted from
patient-physician conflicts. ((86.2%)

5. We are lacking the training of medical humanities in Taiwan at the
moment.(83.7%)

6. The courses in bioethics are helpful in medical decision-makings.(73.8%)

The teaching of biomedical zthics should best be carried out in a small class style

such as 20 students or less.(32.4%)

8. The small group discussion is an effective way of learning in biomedical ethics

discourse. (75.1%)

9. Video tapes, case study, bed-side teachings are all effective in learning
ethics.(87%)
10. Discussion of bioethical theories, principles and practical cases are equally

important in bioethics learnings. (67.1%)
I1I. A reflection of our present teéching:
This survey can serve as a guide in our planning of bioethical curriculum.
a. It pinpoints small class teaching as effective.
All the medical colleges in Taiwan except Taiwan University Medical School teach

medical ethics in an old fashion, namely, in a big hall with packed students. I have

taught or being invited to lecture: at all medical colleges except Yang-min. My



experience is that teaching to a large number of students such as over 100, even 200 is
almost impossible. Firstly, there cannot be interaction between lecturer and students,
secondly, students mostly pay I ttle attention to what is being discussed. Thirdly, class
discussion becomes impossible.

This way of big class teaching must be changed if we are serious about
medical ethics. We, however al;o encounter a problem — lack of resources. Almost all
private medical colleges claim that they cannot effort to appoint full time bioethicists
thus only inviting retired physicians or the respected public servants to help.. Can this
problem of lack of resources be solved ?  yes, firstly, a graduate school of bioethics
must be established unless we are willing to send more students to go overseas for

advanced studies.

b. Bioethics teaching cannot be a value-free discussion.

The teaching of biomedical ethics cannot be a value-free, laissez-faire style.
In other words, class discussion must be concluded with lecturers’ comment to give at
least his/her view in order some explained guidance is given. A disclosure of Pro
and Con opinions can enable students to reflect upon themselves their view points. To
help students to do rational yet humane reasoning, the theories and principles of
biomedical ethics must first introduced at the beginning. ~ Anti-principle-ism is
present in the wake of consumerism.  Still, without analyzing the pro and con of
various decisions can misguide students particularly in Taiwan as Taiwanese students
often yearn for “ correct ““ answer of everything they study. The foundation of

bioethics, namely principles must not be excluded from teachings.

c. Bioethics should be offered in all levels of education
why in Taiwan bioethics is offered only in medical colleges ? Bioethics is
available in all colleges even in primary and high schools in north America. The
differences between Taiwan and the western world is that our education is
examination-oriented while the western is not. To reach the goal of entering into
“ famous “ university, humanities have often been sacrified in Taiwan. How to
introduce character-enhancing subjects to instill students’ humanistic thinking is the

challenge ahead of us.

d. Tool of measurement raust be developed.

If the bioethics teaching is ineffective, what good does it serve to make it
available to all schools ? As the Practice Skills Project in Oxford stated that *“ you
cannot teach ethics until you have shown that your programme is effective”, [7] we

must develop a way to evaluate cur teaching. Various instruments have already been



developed to assess ethical awzreness of students. Such as the Toronto Ethical
Sensitivity Instrument [8] which measures the number of ethical issues identified in
vignettes. Kohlbergs’ Moral Judegemnt Interview [9] and the Sociomoral Structured
Clinical Examination [10] are enother. A tool which reflects Taiwan’s special cultural

background must be developed in order we can evaluate our teaching effectiveness..

e. Medical humanities must be emphasized.

The survey respondents revealed that our students are hungry for more
humanities yet medical humani:ies are still at its early stage of formatting in Taiwan.
Pellegrino and Engel had voiced almost 20 years ago that medical humanities must be
included in medical training. [11] Taiwan is already 20 years behind in this regards. A

research to develop a measuren ent is our challenge in the years to come.
Concluston

In United Kingdom, the Pond Report recommended that there should be
compulsory assessment of medical students’ ability to reason through ethical issues as
medical ethics teaching is a behavioural intervention intended to bring about certain
desireable outcomes. [12] From this statement we can conclude that bioethics is
indeed teachable and cannot be neglected any further. We must not forget in the
meanwhile that a method to evaluate the effectiveness of our teaching must be

adopted
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