
NEWWEDUCA TION 

Forensic Medicine Teaching in Law and Medical Schools 

The increasing Importance of 
forensic mediclne to  the attor- 
ney, physician and the public i s  
apparent. People are constantly 
involved in medicolegal matters, 
and they engage the time, energy 
and skills of many attorneys, 
physlclans and others, particu- 
larly In malpractice and personal 
injury litigation. Thus, there Is an 
obvious need for adequate edu- 
cation and training in forensic 
medicine of both lawyers and 
doctors. It i s  equaiiy apparent 
that the best place to  start the 
process Is in the medical and law 
schools. 
To investigate the current state 

of educational opportunities in 
forensic medicine In both law 
and medical schools in this 
country, Information on such 
teaching was obtained from 149 
approved and 30 non-approved 
law schools and 116 medical 
schools in the U.S. or thelr func- 
tioning divisions. The deslgna- 
l ion here of "forensic mediclne" 
is used in i ts broadest meaning 
to include legal medicine, law 
and medicine, forensic or legal 
psychiatry, law and psychiatry 
and also forensic pathology, 
toxicology, serology or labora- 
tory science. 

The information obtalned yield- 
ed rather distressing data. Only 
73 per cent of the approved and 
none of the non-approved law 
schoools offer courses In loren- 
sic medicine. Sixty per cent of 
the med ica l  schoo ls  p rov ide  
some education In forensic med- 
icine, but very few medical 
schools offer courses in toren- 
and most of the courses that are 
offered are in a l imited area of 
forensic medicine. 

Most schools offer only one 
course in "law and medicine" 
and one in "law and psychiatry". 
A significant number offer only 
one of the courses. Where there 
is more than one course, they 
are invariably unrelated to one 
another. There are generally no 
prerequisites for the courses in 
forensic medicine in either of the 
professional schools. There is  
random exposure to forensic 
medicine rather than a planned 
program. Most of the courses, 
being l imited and inadequate in 
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scope, fail to give the student a 
complete overview of the field 
and the problems frequently con- 
fronting the attorney and physl- 
clan In forensic medicine. Only a 
few merit a ratlng of  excellent or 
good, and many must be con- 
sidered no  better than lair or 
minimal. 

i t  is Interesting that in medical 
and law schools a rnalority of the 
courses were presented in a 
lecture fo rma t ,  a l though the  
seminar approach was by no 
means infrequent. There appears 
to be an indication as to the con- 
sidered relative value of forensic 
medicine in the curricula in that 
the greatest number of courses 
were allotted only a minimum of 
credit, namely. two credit-hours. 
Significantly fewer courses were 
allotted as much as three credit- 
hours. Of great importance also 
is the expertise of those respon- 
sible for teachirig the courses. In 
both professional schools the 
great majority of the teachers 
were educated primarily in their 
own discipline. Most had only 
on-the-job tralnlng or experience 
in the other discipline. In the law 
schools particularly the pedologi- 
cai materlals were prepared by 
attorneys. while a significant 
amount of the teaching materials 
in the medical schools was of 
legal origin, the responsibility for 
presenting the courses was gen- 
erally scattered helter-skelter a- 
mong various departments. 

A number of problems account 
lor  the inadequacy of the educa- 
tional opportunities in forensic 
medicine in law and medical 
schools. All schools have bud- 
getary problems. Many are un- 
willing to  engage part-time spe- 
cialists in the broad area of for- 
ensic medicine, allhough gener- 
ally the enrollment in such 
courses is high. Furlhermore, 
there is a shortage and unavail- 
ability of trained or interested 
teachers i n  bo th  d isc ip l lnes .  
Med ica l  schoo l  admin is t ra to rs  
claim there is a lack of interest 
on the par1 of the students. I f  so. 
this is undoubtedly explained by 
the lack of interest, concern, eri- 
thusiasm, urgency and feeling of 
necessily for courses in forensic 
medicine bv the full-t ime teach- 

er, who Is generally not exposed 
to  med ico lega l  mat te rs  and 
hazards. What courses there are 
are not presented in the optimum 
manner and circumstances. They 
are Usually elective and offered 
in the fourth year when the stu- 
dent is working on selected 
c le rksh ips .  General ly,  the  
c@urses in both professional 
schools are designed so that the 
student is simply instructed how 
to practice h is  own profession by 
circumvention, or in spite of 
the other profession. 

It is encouraging to  find that 
among the professional societles 
of both disciplines, and particu- 
lar iy on an in te r -d isc ip l inary  
basis. ihere is  significant activity 
toward developing an awareness 
of the problems as well as an 
elfort to f ind solutions. 

There is a great need for each 
profession to  have an under- 
standing of the other discipline. 
However,  i t  i s  ques t ionab le  
whether a random exposure to 
forensic medicine rather than a 
planned program is really bene- 
ficial. Students of one profession 
should be taught the inethodol- 
ogy and ethics of the other pro- 
fession Some insight into the 
inenlali ly of the practitioner of 
each profession should be pre- 
scrited. The lawyer is the advo- 
cate for the client, and the phy- 
sician has a comparable role to 
the patient. Their interests inay 
at times be adversary, but they 
noeri not be mortal enemies. 

Understanding and cooperation 
can be  achieved. Law students 
shoiild be taught forensic medi- 
cine in depth. Medical students 
should be familiar with the ini- 
portance 01 forensic medicine. 
Tl ie student shou ld  be im-  
pressed with the lact that a 
patient is not siniply a medical 
probIe?m, but is  i irst and fore- 
rriosl a human being complete 
with a considerahle number of 
human rights. 

The Atitlror 
Or. Harold Hirsli ctrrrenfly serves as a 
Leclurer d l  George Washingfori Unr-  
v e ~ s i t y .  American Unive,sily and 
Howard Universil y. 

MEDICOLEGAL NEWS VOL. 2, NO. 2 APRIL 1974 Page 3 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1748-720X.1974.tb01489.x Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1748-720X.1974.tb01489.x

