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See the related 1984 commentary on this article

I t is probably fortunate that systems of education are constantly under the fire of
general criticism, for if education were left solely in the hands of teachers the
chances are good that it would soon deteriorate. Medical education, however, is less
likely to suffer from such stagnation, for whenever the lay public stops criticizing the
type of modern doctor, the medical profession itself may be counted on to stir up the
stagnant pool and cleanse it of its sedimentary deposit. The most common criticism
made at present by older practitioners is that young graduates have been taught a
great deal about the mechanism of disease, but very little about the practice of
medicine—or, to put it more bluntly, they are too "scientific" and do not know how
to take care of patients.

One is, of course, somewhat tempted to question how completely fitted for his life
work the practitioner of the older generation was when he first entered on it, and
how much the haze of time has led him to confuse what he learned in the school of
medicine with what he acquired in the harder school of experience. But the
indictment is a serious one and it is concurred in by numerous recent graduates, who
find that in the actual practice of medicine they encounter many situations which
they had not been led to anticipate and which they are not prepared to meet
effectively. Where there is so much smoke, there is undoubtedly a good deal of fire,
and the problem for teachers and for students is to consider what they can do to
extinguish whatever is left of this smoldering distrust.

To begin with, the fact must be accepted that one cannot expect to become a skillful
practitioner of medicine in the four or five years allotted to the medical curriculum.
Medicine is not a trade to be learned but a profession to be entered. It is an ever
widening field that requires continued study and prolonged experience in close
contact with the sick. All that the medical school can hope to do is to supply the
foundations on which to build. When one considers the amazing progress of science
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little time in which to cultivate more than a superficial personal contact with the
patients. Moreover, the circumstances under which the physician sees the patient are
not wholly favorable to the establishment of the intimate personal relationship that
exists in private practice, for one of the outstanding features of hospitalization is that
it completely removes the patient from his accustomed environment. This may, of
course, be entirely desirable, and one of the main reasons for sending a person into
the hospital is to get him away from home surroundings, which, be he rich or poor,
are often unfavorable to recovery; but at the same time it is equally important for the
physician to know the exact character of those surroundings.

Everybody, sick or well, is affected in one way or another, consciously or
subconsciously, by the material and spiritual forces that bear on his life, and
especially to the sick such forces may act as powerful stimulants or depressants.
When the general practitioner goes into the home of a patient, he may know the
whole background of the family life from past experience; but even when he comes
as a stranger he has every opportunity to find out what manner of man his patient is,
and what kind of circumstances make his life. He ge
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becomes necessary to consider whether the symptomatology may be due to a
functional disorder which is caused by nervous or emotional influences. You know a
good deal about the personal life of your patient by this time, but perhaps there is
nothing that stands out as an obvious etiologic factor, and it becomes necessary to sit
down for a long intimate talk with him to discover what has remained hidden.

Sometimes it is well to explain to the patient, by 




