
MEDICAL EDUCATION

Group research project
Instead of having individual dissertations, a single research project
could be allocated to a group of postgraduate students. This will
decrease the burden on the guide and also allow more ambitious
projects to be attempted since different aspects of a problem can
be studied at the same time. Values such as cooperation, team
work and group responsibility can be inculcated by this method.
A guide will have only one project every three to four years unless
the department is very poorly staffed. Once the project is com-
pleted it can be written up and submitted for publication and
evaluation as a single project report. Dissertations are the main
source of publications for many faculty members. Though the
number of publications may decrease, the standards would prob-
ably be higher.

EVALUATION
At present, there is no objective evaluation of research methodol-
ogy and we feel a drastic change is needed. Unless the student
understands that knowledge of research methodology will make
a difference in passing or failing the examination it will not have
any impact on his/her attitude. This can be tested by three
methods: (i) a theory paper at the end of the course, (ii) a con-
tinuous assessment by the guide supervising the group project,
and (iii) an oral examination.

Theory paper
This should contain three sections and be of three hours duration:
(i) a section of 30 marks comprising short structured questions
purely on the theoretical aspects of research and statistical meth-
ods, (ii) a second section of 30 marks for critique of a given
protocol/manuscript, and (iii) a final section of 40 marks which
will require the candidate to design a study for a given problem.
The paper should be set by the examiners of the concerned
specialty.

Continuous evaluation of the project
The guide should evaluate the student throughout the course.
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Monthly meetings of the group and presentation of the work done
can be regularly assessed. The guide can also set goals for
individual students and evaluate their performance. A scoring
system can be devised and used to grade students. These projects
should be monitored by the faculty of the department from time
to time.

Oral examination
Students can be asked to make a five-minute presentation on
either a part of the data or any aspect of the project and the
examiners can ask questions. This will also test presentation
skills-a vital skill in any medical specialty. A checklist can be
used to evaluate this.

CONCLUSION
To bring about any improvement in the standard of research the
criteria for guideship must be more strict. A guide must be
appointed by the university based on a certain number of publica-
tions (not presentations) injournals of repute. A written examina-
tion on research methodology should be made mandatory for a
faculty member to become a guide. With the current policy of
time-bound promotion there is an urgent need to set standards.

We believe that the dissertation is being misused by an
overworked, unimaginative, unknowledgeable faculty to publish
'something'. The suggestions given by us here are being followed
in a few departments. We hope that the vicious cycle of ignorance
leading to bad research will be broken by sensitizing students to
good research methodology through innovative teaching-Iearn-
ing techniques.
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MD/MS dissertations-The case in favour

N.ANANTHAKroSHNAN

Dissertations are an established part of the curriculum in our
country for students preparing for the MD or MS degrees. This
exercise, however, has both strong opponents and proponents.
Opposition to this activity is largely based on a lack of awareness
of the basic purpose of asking a student to work for and prepare
a dissertation, the lack of specific written objectives and guide-
lines for evaluation in most instances and especially the absence
of seriousness on the part of the evaluator in assessing the
adequacy of the work. The purpose of this paper is to emphasize
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the objectives of dissertation writing in the postgraduate curricu-
lum, objectives which are largely unfilled or only partially cov-
ered by all other teaching-Iearning activities which go to make up
the training programme of postgraduate education.

It is not my intention to get into semantics such as the differ-
ence between a dissertation and a thesis nor between the work of
the PhD scholar and an MD or MS postgraduate. My arguments
are confined to the MD or the MS student only. The main aim of
an MD or MS student writing a dissertation is to help himlher to:

1. Develop a scientific attitude
2. Improve his/her ability to critically appraise the available data

on the subject
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3. Become familiar with statistical concepts
4. Develop an ability to procure, analyse, record and compare

data
5. Improve his/her ability to convey his/her scientific ideas in

writing.

The offshoots or secondary aims of this exercise are to:

1. Improve verbal communication when presenting the work
before a scientific audience

2. Develop an ability to defend work before peers
3. Enable himlher to publish data
4. Enable himlher to answer established questions and raise new

ones
5. Theorize new concepts, ideas and procedures.

These are listed as offshoots because they are realized in only
a small proportion of cases given the constraints of time and
resources under which a dissertation is usually prepared. Publica-
tion, which is listed as an offshoot, nevertheless is important when
the candidate applies to public service commissions or agencies
such as the Council of Scientific and Industrial Research for
temporary or permanent employment. Realization of the primary
objectives, however, is sufficient to fulfil the major aims of the
exercise.

None of the primary or secondary purposes are satisfactorily
served by any of the other methods of conventional postgraduate
training at present. One may inquire as to what exactly is this
nebulous concept called' scientific approach' which is seemingly
so important to develop. A scientific approach to a problem
implies an awareness of a problem, its identification and defini-
tion, development of a hypothesis, planning a study to confirm or
refute the hypothesis, conducting a study, collecting data, experi-
menting and testing, recording findings, critically appraising
one's work with reference to published data, formulating a theory,
being aware of the limitations and scope for further study and new
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issues raised and finally a flexibility of approach and a prepared-
ness to change.

All these qualities are essential in a postgraduate student and
need to be developed by a properly planned and executed disser-
tation. It is sufficient if the candidate is given a small project or a
topic for in-depth study. Overambitious topics and insistence on
originality are totally unwarranted and in many instances not
feasible. Such issues are more appropriate for a doctoral thesis.
Deficiency in the system, if any, is not due to misplaced objectives
or non-achievable aims but, as mentioned earlier, lack of aware-
ness of the purpose and lack of seriousness of execution. One can
greatly improve the situation by improving the system of evalu-
ation of dissertations to ensure that these objectives are fulfilled.
How to achieve an improvement in this evaluation process has
been published elsewhere.'

The significance of research work in extending personal schol-
arship, generating knowledge, training individuals and contribut-
ing to the growth of the specialty has been mentioned by others.v
There is also an appreciation that a wide variation exists between
the requirements of various universities and the need of universal
reform to bring the MD/MS dissertation in line with the degree of
Doctor of Philosophy.' Besides, there is evidence that the scien-
tific attitude developed by this exercise is sustained after qualifi-
cation and that writing a dissertation encourages a doctor to
undertake further research.'
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Obituaries
Many doctors in India practise medicine in difficult areas under trying
circumstances and resist the attraction of better prospects in western coun-
tries and in the Middle East. They die without their contributions to our
country being acknowledged.

The National Medical Journal of India wishes to recognize the efforts of
these doctors. We invite short accounts of the life and work of a recently
deceased colleague by a friend, student or relative. The account in about
500 to 1000 words should describe his or her education and training and
highlight the achievements as well as disappointments. A photograph
should accompany the obituary.

-Editor


