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The ability to express oneself
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The medical degree programme places too little emphasis
on strengthening the students’ ability to express themselves.
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Language is closely associated with thinking and cognitive processes. We need
words to understand and communicate our perception of reality. Doctors in all
specialties use speech and writing to communicate with each other, with their
patients and with society. Doctors' ability to understand and make themselves
understood is therefore as important as knowledge and practical skills.
Communication and language are core to the work of all doctors, including
clinicians. Clear, comprehensible and sufficiently precise language is not easy
to achieve, however. It requires experience, skills and attitudes (1).

Good communication is always a two-way process. The form and content must
be adapted to the situation and the recipient, and adjusted when needed. This
applies especially to clinicians in their communication with patients. We know
that communication failure between doctor and patient is a frequent cause of
complaints in the healthcare services (2). Precise information in a referral is
crucial for the ability to make correct assessments and priorities in the
specialist health services (3), and poor language can render medical certificates
less authoritative (4). Sloppy referrals and incomprehensible discharge
summaries can result in poorer patient treatment and a less efficient health
service.

Medical terminology is at the core of all medical education and training. The
students must learn a lot of new words and terms, and learn to observe, take
notes, assess and communicate. The medical degree programme must therefore
include learning activities that help develop the students' ability to express
themselves orally and in writing. The time available for such learning activities
during medical studies is limited, however. This makes it even more important
to make the best use of every opportunity for feedback from the teacher to the
student. Unfortunately, the dearth of feedback from the teachers on the writing
of patient records and oral presentations of clinical findings from patient
examinations is a recurrent feature of the students' evaluations of the degree
programme. Some students complete their studies with only minimal feedback
on their oral and written presentations.

«Doctors' ability to understand and make themselves understood is
as important as knowledge and practical skills»

Medical terminology is as important for doctors as legal terminology is for
lawyers. Both of these can be difficult to understand for a lot of people. The
Faculty of Law at the University of Oslo has implemented a number of
initiatives to provide law students with more writing practice (5). Our medical
faculties can draw inspiration from this as well as ideas to improve their own
teaching.

The study behaviour and priorities of students are affected by many factors,
including exams. In the medical degree programme, exams are increasingly in
digital form with multiple choice questions (MCQ). These are questions that the
students answer by ticking 'the single best answer' out of 3—4 predefined
response alternatives (6). Some students will be able to identify the correct
alternative by recognising key words in the answer (7), and many students
learn methods to eliminate wrong response alternatives (8). The ability to
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answer unaided and using their own words, as doctors need to do in most
situations in medical practice, is not tested. Worse still, students may pick up a
dangerous habit in clinical practice: they do away with logical reasoning and
reflection, which takes time, and instead make a guess when they do not know
what should be done. The ability to describe clinical findings, for example a
hernia, a rash or an x-ray image, and to pursue a sensible line of reasoning is
more important than the ability to tick a box on a form.

Today's medical students have excellent grades from upper secondary school or
have spent years improving their grades in particular subjects (9). The students
are therefore highly motivated and qualified to embark on a demanding course
of study. However, the student body is not as homogenous as many appear to
believe. The students' abilities and potential vary considerably, and their ability
to express themselves is not always as good as might be expected. This applies
equally to students from an immigrant or non-immigrant background. A top
grade in Norwegian language from upper secondary school is no guarantee that
the student will write well. Programme descriptions, teaching and types of
exams in the medical degree programme must therefore be able to foster,
promote and develop the students' ability to express themselves.
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