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I n t r o d u c t i o n  
Patient contact lies at the heart of medical education. Traditionally, patients 
have had a passive role for learning and practice; they were useful in terms 
of what the student could learn from them but not usually invited to be fully 
informed and autonomous partner.  Now, as great emphasis is given to 
providing patient-centered care, valuing the partnership between patients 
and doctors, sharing decision making and promoting self-care; there has 
been a corresponding shift towards patient-centered learning within 
medicine. This provides considerable benefits for learners and patients 
alike.1 Spencer et al published the first major review about role of patients in 
the education of medical students.2 Since then multiple reviews have 
explored both theoretical and practical aspects of patient involvement in 
medical education.3-6 Patients can contribute to many different aspects of the 
educational process, including direct delivery of teaching and learning, 
curriculum and course planning, programme management, recruitment and 
selection of students, student assessment, and course evaluation. In medical 
education, patients are mainly involved in curriculum delivery and, to a much 
lesser extent, curriculum development and student assessment; few other 
roles are currently represented. An important and greater range of patient 
involvement is found in nursing and social work education. 
    

Benefits: The educational benefits of patient contact are 

broadly accepted to include: that it motivates by 

emphasizing the relevance of learning; it helps to develop 

clinical reasoning; it encourages the valuing of cultural 

diversity; and it fosters empathy and confidence; it 

improves performance during examination; and the 

development of social responsibility and professional 

skills including communication.2,7  For patients, the 

benefits appear to be satisfaction at contributing to 

student learning, improved relationships with 

professionals, altruistic feelings, being valued and 

increased self esteem, development of own skills, 

catharsis, increased knowledge about their own children, 

getting better service from their clinicians and 

companionship and relief from social isolation.8  

Patient involvement in context: Patient involvement 

occurs throughout the continuum of medical education 

and training including: undergraduate education, 

postgraduate training, on-the-job learning, and in 

assessments and examinations. The involvement of 

patients, both real and simulated, is essential at all stages 

of education and training.  

Scope of Patient Involvement: Recently several 

literature reviews highlighted that patient involvement is 

still relatively unusual in most medical institutions. A 

number of frameworks reported the potential scope of 

patient involvement in medical education. Tew et al 

described a ‘ladder of involvement’, which they propose 

can be used to monitor patients’ level of involvement 

within individual programmes and institution.9 Spencer et 

at suggested ‘the Cambridge framework’ which facilitate 

discussion about involvement of patients in clinical 

education.8 Towle et al described taxonomy of the active 

involvement of patients in healthcare professions 

education.10 

Ethical issues: The general ethical principles that guide 

all medical practice are central to any contacts to patients 

at all stages of medical education.11 Patients may have 
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concerns over their involvement in medical education 

including matter of consent and confidentiality, and a 

lack of information about student and trainee 

involvement. Not meeting these concerns can have an 

impact on patients and on the learning outcomes of 

medical students, trainees and doctors.  
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