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An electronic curriculum? 
Diarmuid B. Shanley 

Primary core workers could benefit greatly from computerized education. 

Oral health could be the 
sub;ect of a pilot scheme for 
developing an international 
multimedia core curriculum in 
the health sciences, using 
electronic communication 
systems to fill gaps in current 
curricula. 

I nteractive multimedia programmes 
have considerable potential for 
education in the health sciences. 

Unfortunately, because international 
cooperation is lacking, these 
programmes have been needlessly 
duplicated and those that are widely 
available are not necessarily the better 
ones. In some, the technology has 
become more important than the 
educational objectives, while others 
are simply promotions for products or 
for centres of education. 

In order to make the best use of 
multimedia communication systems, 
we need to develop a catalogue of 
electronically-based interactive 
training programmes. These could be 
easily exchanged and would be of use 
both in developing and developed 
countries. Such a catalogue would 
require international collaboration and 
would promote international 
convergence towards higher standards 
of health training and care. Dr David 

Barmes, Chief Dental Officer of 
WHO, has referred to this concept as 
the development of an "electronic 
curriculum". 

Before such an ambitious 
international project could be set in 
motion, the fundamental objectives of 
education in the health sciences 
should be agreed. Taking oral health 
as a pilot scheme, it should be possible 
to identify objectives based on the 
essential knowledge and proficiency 
needed by health workers delivering 
primary care. 

Some very basic aims might help 
to initiate discussion on more detailed 
educational objectives at the 
intemationallevel. The following are 
examples of some fundamental 
abilities that should be required of a 
future dentist (or "oral physician"): 
• understanding the basic biological, 

behavioural and medical sciences 
on which oral health maintenance 
and care should be based; 

• practising dentistry in the context 
of whole patient care without harm 
to the patient or the environment; 

• taking a proper medical history, 
examining a patient, diagnosing 
oral and dental diseases, and 
formulating and carrying out 
appropriate treatment; 

• knowing the demographic features 
of common oral diseases and 
setting attainable targets in 
community health programmes. 

Curriculum for oral health 
workers 

These are only basic examples of 
educational aims, and should first be 
expanded by a broadly based group of 
international experts and then applied 
according to regional needs, available 
resources and treatment demands. 
Well-established goals should dictate 
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the curriculum on which a series of 
multimedia programmes for oral 
health care workers would be based. If 
successful, such programmes have the 
potential to· be extended to a core 
curriculum for the health sciences, and 
could be used in traditional or 
problem-based curricula. 

In Dublin, we have planned sets of 
over 40 clusters of programmes for a 
health science curriculum which are 
problem-based and clinically 
orientated, each programme focusing 
on the clinical problem, whether in 
oral health or, for instance, concerning 
the HIV -seropositive patient. Learning 
is stimulated through related material, 
some of which (for example, oral 
manifestations of HIV infection, 
cross-infection control, medical/dental 
collaboration in treating the HIV
infected patient, public health 
principles and study of a global 
pandemic) provides the essential 
paraclinical and biological topics 
necessary for a more thorough 
appreciation of the central clinical 
problem. Other topics for learning 
deal with clinical and pre-clinical 
subjects (e.g. sexually transmitted 
diseases, anatomy of the immune 
system, economics of caring for AIDS 
patients, etc.), which may be adapted 
to different needs in different regions. 
Schools might opt to take some or all 
of the programmes, either to fill gaps 
in their curriculum or to supplement it. 
The benefits to schools where there 

are serious deficiencies in teaching 
personnel and resources would be 
significant. 

In theory, an entire curriculum of 
multimedia programmes could be 
structured on this modular design but 
the immediate intention is to 
supplement existing curricula. 
Programmes would be based on 
compatible electronic communication 
systems and would include interactive 
videos, computer-assisted learning 
programmes or simple manuals. 
Distance learning and satellite 
communications channels could be 
further exploited for use in such vast 
countries as Russia. This development 
could apply to undergraduate and 
postgraduate courses and continuing 
education for practitioners. 

High-quality programmes 
Collaboration and quality assessment 
through international peer review 
would decide which material, already 
available from centres throughout the 
world, should be used in such an 
electronic curriculum. 

Recognized international experts 
in the various subjects would 
collaborate to validate objectives and 
contents in producing new material. It 
will be essential to promote an 
interdisciplinary approach in order to 
exploit, to the full, the skills of experts 
in communications and the media, and 

japanese students undergoing training with the help of a computerized programme. 
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to ensure that the programmes 
produced are of the highest quality in 
content and presentation. Technology 
must not become an end in itself. 

The traditional curriculum in both 
medicine and dentistry in many 
countries has been criticized for its 
emphasis on irrelevant detail in some 
of the biological sciences, its lack of 
emphasis on the behavioural sciences, 
its failure to address community 
priorities in health care and its 
overemphasis on theory. Nevertheless, 
the education of health care personnel 
should not be so narrowly based that it 
merely provides them with utilitarian 
abilities. Pursuit of knowledge for no 
other purpose than expanding our 
understanding of the world in which 
we live has been the kernel of 
education from the time of Plato, as 
described in The Republic. Such 
concepts may be questioned on an 
economic basis. Nevertheless, if on 
completion of their training 
programme the students are left 
without the means or enthusiasm for 
exploration and continuing learning, 
or a critical analytical approach, their 
educational process may have done 
more harm than good. Such principles 
are as important in a world of 
multimedia technology as they were 
in Plato's time. • 
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