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1. Professionalism 
There is growing interest in what medical professionalism is 

and how we teach it. Some have suggested that medical 

professionalism can be broken down into three core areas:  

professional governance, professional patient care and 

personal and professional development.1  
 

While there is agreement that it is important to include 

medical professionalism in the undergraduate curriculum2  

there is still no clear model for doing so.3 

 

However, there is a strong argument for teaching  

the cognitive basis of professionalism and then building 

 upon this through experiential learning.4  

2. Making professionalism teaching explicit 
Following a curriculum re-design in 2013/14 and in line with 

GMC guidance, Southampton medical school began to teach 

professionalism explicitly in the early years through a 

combination of lectures, symposia, student presentations and 

tutorials.  
 

The launch was accompanied by an evaluation (using 

quantitative and qualitative data), which indicated that the 

majority of students were struggling to see the relevance of 

the material.  
 

In addition to reconsidering content, format and delivery of the 

professionalism material, the authors designed a pre-arrival 

task that was introduced in 2014/15. 
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3. Pre-arrival tasks (PAT) 
Pre-arrival tasks are intended to 

build student engagement and seek 

to mobilise students’ prior learning 

and experiences in order to 

connect them with a new course 

and/or institution.  
 

Pre-arrival tasks are being used by a 

variety of UK universities more 

broadly, such as King’s College 

London5 and the University of 

Warwick6. However, to our 

knowledge, is the first time that a 

pre-arrival task has been used in a 

UK medical school context.  
 

We wanted to engage students in 

researching and documenting what 

kind of doctor they would like to 

become and what  they think it 

means to be a medical 

professional. We were also keen to 

highlight the importance of 

professionalism from the very 

start.   

5. Response 
Overall, the cohort response to the PAT was 

incredibly positive, despite the short turn 

around period between students receiving the 

PAT instructions and travelling to Southampton. 

 

From the students’ 300-word contributions, the 

following themes of interest were identified:     

•patient-centredness and patient welfare, 

•attitudes, actions and principles: empathy 

/altruism / integrity,  

•communication and team working,  

•skills & duties such as time-management, being 

organised and probity,  

•balancing well-being with service demands,  

•competence, limitations & lifelong learning,  

•the role of the NHS and the organisation of 

healthcare (including  privatization & pharma);  

•social responsibility within medicine. 

 
 

4. Professionalism pre-arrival task: August 2014 
1. All students accepted for a place on the five year medical 

programme were contacted in August 2014 by mail and 

asked to: 

- Read a blog post outlining a medical student’s 

perspective of their developing professionalism. 

- Reflect on personal reaction to the article and conduct a 

brief literature search to identify three aspects of 

professionalism that were relevant personally.  

- Pick one aspect of professionalism (of the three) that 

was of particular interest and write about it (in no more 

than 300 words). 

- Send in the 3 aspects of professionalism and the 300 

word write up in before the deadline. 

2. Once these contributions had been received from the 

students, they were processed (by the authors) as follows:    

•The 3 aspects of professionalism were then entered into an 

excel sheet to generate a word cloud. 

•The 300-word write ups were read & themes identified. 

 

 Key aspects of professionalism: Student word cloud 

6. Impact on teaching 

Since undertaking the PAT in the 

summer of 2014, it has been used in 

several different ways. 

  

The PAT allowed the PPD team to 

understand students’ existing 

appreciation of professionalism 

issues. Whilst the themes provided the 

team with an idea of the students’ 

personal interests, the cloud indicated 

the most popular ones for this cohort.  
 

One of the first PPD sessions of the year 

included a brief summary of the PAT 

themes (with illustrative quotes). The 

PAT results allowed for an 

introduction of the breadth and 

significance of professionalism issues 

in a student-led way.  
 

All students were asked to upload their 

personal PAT contribution to their    

e-folio, which will enable it being 

revisited and re-used in later years. 
 

We have used the cloud in lots of 

different ways – with the students, but 

also displayed in public areas around 

the medical school.  
 

Where there has been quite a close 

match between a timetabled session and 

a theme, excerpts of students’ 

contributions were provided in 

advance to the teaching team in 

charge of that session, to enable their 

incorporation into session planning.    

7. Next steps 
The PAT will be re-run in 2015 /16. By 

means of focus groups, we plan to 

explore students’ perceptions of the 

PAT in terms of its feasibility, 

acceptability and any impact it may 

have had. We  expect to compare this 

across the two cohorts who completed the 

PAT to date; the research  will form part 

of a student project. 
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