The Inner World of
Medical Students:
Listening to their Voices In
Reflective Writing and Poetry




How can we learn about the thoughts
and feelings of medical students?

Students often use reflective writing
exercises to

Orient themselves in the world of medicine
— process their socialization experience

Examine the nature of the patient-doctor
relationship

Explore moral distress and dilemmas

Examine their emotional responses to
clinical training

Reclaim a personal voice; find community




Poetry written in various classes as
assigned reflective exercises

Crystallization/immersion
Key words and phrases
Themes and subthemes

181 poems reviewed

1st, 2nd 3rd year medical students
12 major themes

26 sub-themes

*Shapiro J. The Inner World of Medical Students: Listening to
Their Voices in Poetry. Radcliffe, 2009.
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. Education and Socialization:
Views of Medical Education

“... this devouring life”
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Education and Socialization:

g “... ahostile takeover of my life”

¥ “I'm aslave,” “a scut-monkey slave”




Students concerned about the effects of
medical education on who they are:

They worried most about losing their
compassion:




ll. Role Models and
Anti-Role Models:

- “lt'sa postbard from your daétor. |
He says he'll be right with you.”
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Role Models and Anti-Role Models:




Insensitive and callous: A physician teacher is
described during a lecture slide show showing

Another physician-teacher talking about a
patient:




Indifferent to patient suffering:

Residents and attending deliver a negative
diagnosis and prognosis to patient with heart

disease:




Positive role models do exist
An attending is described in this haiku:

Residents and attendings are described.:




Students see patients and themselves similarly
Both suffering, both victimized
Both patients and students,

In several poems, patients and students speak
with one voice:
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Solidarity with Patients:




Solidarity with Patients:




Some students already seem to
see their patients as enemies:




Patients as the Enemy:




Students know patients want doctors who care

In an example of patient point-of-view writing,
the patient pleads:

In another patient point of view poem, the
patient reminds the student:




Students want to be kind and caring physicians

Terrified that having an emotional connection with a
patient will devastate them

Make them unable to take care of patients in a
professional manner.

They struggle with this simultaneous attraction and repulsion:

In a poem that starts with the line “Failing to distance myself
emotionally from a patient’s suffering,” a student writes,
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Emotional Connection and
Professional Detachment:




Exploration of ethical dilemmas*
299 papers (3 %2 successive cohorts)

Student responses coded into 7 narrative categories
(75% rater agreement)

Results

< Restitution (38%)
< Journey (16%)

<+ Compromise (16%)
< Witnessing (13%)
<+ Resistance (9%)

<+ Chaos (7%)

< Uncodable (2%)

*Cohen FG, Shapiro J, Lie DA et al. Interpreting values conflicts
experienced by obstetrics-gynecology clerkship students through reflective

writing. Acad Med 2009;84:587-96.




Chaos
Anti-narrative .
Pile-up of F
calamities
|Isolation
Alienation
Broken
narrative




Chaos Story

)




Restitution
Find the problem and fix it
Person restored to previous life
Stability, equilibrium reestablished




Restitution Narrative




Narrative Typologies

LIFE is ABOUT
COMPROMISE,

& 3

OKAY WELL
SOMETI'M ES.




Compromise Story

S




Quest (journey)
Reluctant hero receives a call
Encounters trials and challenges
Endures much suffering

Accomplishes mission and returns to
help others

Uplifting
Emphasizes
acquisition of wisdom



Journey Narrative
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Witnhessing

Offers testimony to difficult truths not
generally recognized or acknowledged

Must be willing not to diminish, negate,
trivialize the patient’s testimony

Must see similarity, not difference with
the patient

Commits to standing with the suffering
other




Witnessing Story

)]




Resistance
Adopting a stance of opposition
Counteracting or withstanding
Challenges conventional wisdom




Resistance Story

S




Many ways to approach student
narratives

Students focus on themes such as
Socialization/deleterious consequences
Positive and negative role models

Solidarity with patients/patients as
enemy

Emotional connection/detachment




Students tell different kinds of stories: chaos,
restitution, compromise, journey, witnessing,
resistance

Students should be encouraged to tell stories
that are appropriate to their situations and
those of their patients

Students deserve to receive support necessary
to tell more painful, more complex, less
resolved stories

Important to listen carefully, nonjudgmentally

Encourage students to explore the issues they
need to explore; and tell the stories they need
to tell
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