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July 2006 marked the launch of the Western Reserve2 Curriculum of Case Western Reserve University School of Medicine.  This is a highly student/learner centered curriculum that represents not simply a revision of the old, but a completely new approach to learning and preparation for medical practice.  All disciplines within the realm of basic science have designed new curriculum approaches and materials including Pharmacology, the focus of this application.  

Medical students are faced with the daunting task of learning not only the principles of pharmacology (i.e., what drugs do to the body and what the body does to drugs) but also plagued by the need to learn the multitudes of therapeutic agents available.  Actually learning about and remembering therapeutic agents is particularly problematic outside of a direct patient care setting as the learning becomes rote memorization in the absence of any real meaning.  The need for students to learn about specific therapeutic agents prior to entering immersive clinical experience is dictated, however, by the inclusion of an extensive amount of pharmacology on the United States Medical Licensure Examination (USMLE) Step 1 national board exam. 

Students are currently encouraged to study therapeutic agents as they progress through the 18 months of the Foundations of Medicine and Health and to utilize formative online quizzes to assess their learning.  In collaboration with the IT office of the Department of Pharmacology, the applicant has developed a web page that lists the therapeutic agents that the students are recommended to study and also provides the formative quizzes, authored by Dr. John Mieyal  (see http://pharmacology.case.edu/quiz/     Username: Pharmacology    Password: Drugs), to assess the progress of their study.  

Student feedback over the last several years suggests that students are not effectively utilizing the aforementioned website resources and are continually confused about exactly what they need to know about each drug they are asked to learn.  The overall hypothesis of this application is that if students are provided with a more directed yet highly interactive contextualized online module to study therapeutic agents, they will increase the time and effort they spend studying therapeutic agents and will have increased retention as compared to their counterparts who did not have access to such a module.  Clearly, the use of interactive computer technology has the potential to make learning about drugs more interesting and hopefully more memorable!

The online “Therapeutic Agents” module will synergize with other pharmacology teaching and learning in the WR2 curriculum.  Specifically, students encounter the use of specific therapeutic agents in their problem-based learning cases throughout the Foundations of Medicine and Health (first 18 months of their medical education curriculum) and also experience a concentration of learning about pharmacological principles near the end of their first year.  Although a specific technology/program has not yet been identified, the goal is to provide a module that supports the learning of therapeutic agents across the six blocks of the Foundations of Medicine and Health.  Preliminary conceptual plans for this online module include a “you are the physician” segment in which a patient scenerio will be presented to the students and they will need to research from among a variety of drugs and determine which agents are likely to be of greatest therapeutic value to the patient.  Ideally, these virtual patient encounters would be introduced with a video clip of a real or simulated patient to promote the sense that the students are learning for the ultimate reason of patient care.  

