A New Spirituality and Medicine Curriculum at Brody School of Medicine, East Carolina University

Brody School of Medicine, Greenville, NC. has received funding in the amount of $50,000 over a four year period from the George Washington Institute on Spirituality and Health (GWish Foundation, http://www.gwish.org/) to participate in a national curriculum development research project concerning spirituality and medicine.  The overall goal of this new project is to ensure that our students demonstrate knowledge and competence in providing spiritually and culturally sensitive care to diverse patient populations, particularly in the primary care setting, resulting in graduates that provide more compassionate, holistic patient care.  To accomplish this overall goal, we have developed a set of fifteen educational objectives that are being addressed across all four years of the medical school curriculum.  These objectives were developed in collaboration with our curriculum committees and the course directors of eleven distinct courses that all medical students (72 per class) will take.  Students will work through all objectives by proceeding through the four year curriculum of the medical school; will encounter material in a variety of settings (e.g., classroom, small groups, inpatient and outpatient clinical care facilities); and will be taught using a variety of methods.
One of the most important and concrete learning opportunities for health care professionals concerns the ability to appropriately take a spiritual history from a patient.  We will focus students’ attention on the theory behind the spiritual assessment; the task itself; and how the task can and should be incorporated into holistic practice.  Appropriate assessment measures will be used to demonstrate student learning and the effectiveness of this instructional technique.  Our project will also feature targeted faculty development activities that are designed to increase the knowledge and teaching skills of attending faculty and resident physicians who teach our medical students.  Faculty development will feature such activities as clinical grand rounds sessions; workshops; interactive seminars with chief residents; and panel discussions designed to appeal to a wide audience of health professions educators.

A related research project focuses on “Spiritual Identity Development in Medical Students & Its Relationship to Care”.  Our research project has been reviewed and approved by the ECU Medical Center Institutional Review Board, and is targeted at the level of the individual medical student who is a future practitioner.  Our research examines the ability of a physician to respect spiritual and/or cultural traditions different from his/her own.  What makes some physicians more willing than others to respect such traditions?  And what factors may contribute to the willingness and/or ability of the individual physician to provide holistic care consistent with the best principles of spirituality and medicine?  Our research hypothesis is that there is a positive relationship between the spiritual/cultural identity formation of the individual practitioner and his/her willingness to provide holistic care.  It is believed by many that spiritual development is informed by culture. It is important to explore this issue, so that we may further understand how spirituality and culture are interrelated and how this relationship impacts the practitioner in addressing a patient’s spiritual/cultural history and medical treatment.  Our research will be primarily a correlational study.  We will administer four different scales (each with well established psychometric properties) to medical students in order to assess the dimensions of spiritual and cultural identity.  These data will then be correlated with performance data wherein students are rated as to how they perform a spiritual assessment/history and address issues of spirituality, during a structured interaction with a highly-trained standardized patient.

All project activities will be formally overseen by the principal investigators and the SOM curriculum committees.  A multidisciplinary, medical center-wide Advisory Board will also provide guidance and recommendations for various project activities.
