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The curriculum at the Medical University of Southern Africa (MEDUNSA) has been changed 3 times in the last 20 years but this merely resulted in “shifting the furniture”. In some disciplines the curriculum was changed to suit the time table. The MBChB course is six years in duration and no premedical qualification is required. Pharmacology was initially taught in the third year of MBChB but contained only pharmacokinetics, pharmacodynamics and the autonomic nervous system. The rest of the syllabus was taught in the 4th and 5th years. No proper theoretical or therapeutic

foundation was provided. The method of teaching was a traditional didactic approach.

In 1992 we recognised the need to change the pharmacology curriculum. Firstly, we ascertained the prevalence of diseases in the different major disciplines at the neighbouring teaching hospital. The most prevalent conditions in the hospital and those conditions that clinicians were most likely to encounter were identified. The information was used to compile a new Clinical Pharmacology course that was in essence problem-based. This aspect of pharmacology is now taught in the 4th year to enable students to recognise and relate to real cases. Clinical Pharmacology is preceded by a full Basic Pharmacology course which is given in the 3rd year. 

It has now become a requirement of the Health Professions Council of South Africa to have an integrated approach. Due to the disadvantages of PBL i.e. labour intensive, staff intensive, short-lived success in the clinical years and results that may revert back to discipline –based clinical attachments we have chosen a hybrid system which utilizes the best of two systems (discipline-based and task-based). We also have had large numbers of students in a class, and the students may or may not have had clinical exposure to the conditions at any particular time.

Basic Pharmacology will continue to be taught using a traditional didactic approach but Clinical Pharmacology will be integrated into the major clinical disciplines that are taught in the 5th & 6th years. To ensure integration and continuation a new course called ‘Practice of Medicine’ is introduced from the 1st year and continues into the 4th year. The Practice of Medicine will include the concept of different problem-solving strategies and specific drug therapies. In addition students are required to build up a portfolio of certain conditions and their management from the 1st year, adding to it as they go along.
