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“Your Efforts will Pay Off in the Long Run” -
Reformation of Preclinical Course

On the 26th of February, we have
an interview with Professor C.Y. Kwan, the
head of the Department of Physiology. He is
the chairman of the Committee for the
review of preclinical syllabus and a
member of the Clinical Syllabus
Committee. We have talked about the
proposed reforms on the preclinical
syllabus. During the interview, he

expressed a lot of his personal viewpoints

and ideas about teaching and learning.

First and foremost, Professor Kwan
shared with us the reasons behind the need
to change the current situation. In his
mind, students are intelligent on many
different aspects, but they have not grasped
the proper attitude of learning. He had
once been in the education system in Hong
Kong, when he received his secondary
education here. After leaving for more than
20 years and coming back here, he
discovered that there is not much change.
In this old system, students are directed by
teachers in a very didactic manner.
Students just accept whatever teachers give
them and do the work assigned to them
and then go to examinations to receive
their ultimate fate. They are not
encouraged to think actively and take
learning into their hands.

On the other hand, teachers over-
emphasize the knowledge contents. They
dump every detail to students; they are
expected to read many books, to know a lot
" and go through tests and examinations.
Professor Kwan pointed out that this was
not a healthy way of learning. First, passing
a test or an examination does not mean one
has learned. It may represent the test of
skill to handle examinations. The way a
student learns is governed by the way
he/she is assessed. In other words, attitude
of learning is governed by the attitude of
teaching and the ways of assessment. This
fundamental changes in both learning and
teaching need to be considered and acted

upon.

Professor Kwan maintained that
university education should encourage
students to adapt to independent learning
and critical thinking. He observed that

students are very good at memorizing, but
their study habit acquired at the secondary
school needs to be improved because they
are generally deficient in independent
learning, critical thinking and problem
solving. This was his view expressed in
“Physiology ~ Today”, the department
newsletter.

He noted that students should also
acquire the proper development of
personality. Some students lack confidence
in public presentations. They are not as
skillful in giving clear and convincing
presentations. He agreed that small group
tutorials will provide students more
opportunities to interact, integrate and
present comfortably, unlike large lectures
during which students may be afraid to
speak. Tutorials can be used to ftrain
students to express and present themselves
well. It is also a good way to cultivate the
team-spirit, a realistic and important
quality in medical professions.

He said that indeed change is a
continual process and only through
changes can things be ultimately improved.
He sees proper medical education as an
important element towards a better future
since the students will become doctors to
whom people go for help. They are all
unfortunate people. Doctors not only treat
diseases but at the same time, they are
treating human beings. As a result,
effective communication and presentation
is necessary for better. Professor Kwan had
received education in Hong Kong and




Taiwan where the education sysiem is
similar to that in Hong Kong, so he
understands our system. He have also
studied, done research and taught in the
U.S.A. and Canada where the education
system is quite different from that in Hong
Kong. Students here do not know which
system is better and people from outsidc,
who know and experience both systems
may be helpful. Professor Kwan hopes that
he can bring in realistic and workable
system. He can do so becausc he
experienced both educational systems and
cultures. Nevertheless, he admitted that the
system over there may not be appropriate
for Hong Kong. Some are good for their
culture but not suitable for our culture
here. He has tried to implement those he
thinks will work here. In doing so, many
people may resist because they tend to
resist changes. Consequently, the reform
of medical education has to proceed step
by step.

Initially, the changes started in the
Physiology course for the first year medical
students. Professor Kwan stressed that the
objectives were to help students to integrate
the knowledge better and hence study more
effectively. He argued that students only
needed to grasp the underlying
physiological pr.nciples and not to overly
emphasis on trivial facts. Only by this can
students learn effectively. Otherwise, they
will become bored and confused in that
each individual fact looks different,
through many of them are similar. Once
the students understand the principles, they
can apply them easily to some related
problems. Students may not immediately
see the advantages of new methods of
learning, however, thcy must give
themselves a chance to try and experience
new ventures which prove to be beneficial
elsewhere.

One of the major problems is that
students are generally reluctant to trying
new things. It may be due to the
uncertainties in their mind. They are used
to the conventional method of learning and
are afraid of changes. Professor Kwan
urges students to put away their
psychological barrier and he is confident
that once they are willing to try, they will
experience the advantages in no time
acquire a reasonable attitude of active
learning which they will find useful for the
rest of their life.
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He also pointed out another
problem which hindered students’ learning.
It is the system of funding in the university.
Now, the funding system is based largely
on teaching hours. If a department gives
more teaching hours, then the amount of
resources allocated 'to that department will
be greater. In other words, the number of
hours spent by each department s
translated directly into the amount of
money. It is a reality that all departments
need money to operate, so they will
struggle for teaching hours and hence
money and resources much more than they
can handle. Besides, teachers of different
expertise tend to offer students what they
know the best, and give students as much
as they can. On the other hand, students
too want more factual content to handle
the tests and examinations. This vicious
cycle continue to roll like a snowball.
Professor Kwan said that the ultimate
victim was the students because they would
become frustrated with learning, which is
supposed to be fun and enjoyable.

He  suggested that different
departments should ignore the resource
allocation mechanisms for the time being
and work out some formulae to give good
medical education to students at the level
they can handle. Otherwise, the students
will have no time to think, to plan and they
will probably skip classes for preparing
tests and examination. It is normal as
every student wants to get high scores in
examinations.

He believes that reducing the
amount of lecturing hours will relieve
students from being overloaded. when they -
understand the basis principles, they can
apply them with ease and fun. Beside the
teacher-centred  lectures, he  also
recommended  more  student-centred
tutorials which give students opportunities
to interact more with one another and
allow them to gain experience in
independent search of knowledge and
making presentations.

Lastly, Professor Kwan encourages
the students to have a positive attitude
towards the changes. “Your efforts will
pay off in the long run”, he said.
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