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Introduction

Student Choice at RCSI provides an
individualised learning experience for year 1
and 2 medical students, supporting them to
broaden their academic scope and develop
their personal and professional identity.

The Medical Humanities is one of five major
themes in Student Choice but, in terms of the
modules available to students, remains under-
represented. RCSI Library Heritage Collections
sits at the intersection of the humanities and
the health sciences in RCSI and is uniquely
positioned to enhance student learning in this
area. In March 2024, RCSI Library Heritage
Collections introduced a new Medical
Humanities module in the history of medicine
as part of Student Choice: ‘Pathologies
Through Time: Health Then and Now’.

+» Day 1-2: Classroom and College

RCSI Library Heritage Collections collects,
preserves, and curates material relating to
the development of healthcare in Ireland and
the history of RCSI. Access to Heritage
Collections holdings is a unique feature of
the module, and students spend the first two
days engaging in hands-on interaction with
historical resources dating back 200 years
including instruments and devices, archives
and artefacts, as well as antiquarian books
and medical pamphlets. This material —
otherwise rarely, if ever, seen by students or
staff — is selected in advance by module
leaders, and grouped thematically in several
‘stations’ according to specialty e.g. surgery,
dermatology, ophthalmology,
anaesthesiology etc.

Working in small groups and rotating around
stations, students research and respond to a
series of prompt questions relating to the
material before them. Following a series of
rotations, students feed their research
findings back to the wider class, with each
successive group adding to the cumulative
body of understanding that emerges from
this process.

Day 1: Classroom — Hands on interaction

 Day 3: Clinical

Day 3 of the module is delivered in
collaboration with colleagues in RCSI SIM.
Based in the mock operating theatre, this
session aims to expand on concepts
encountered on Day 1 and Day 2. Presented
with a cranial neurosurgical scenario, students
are encouraged to compare and contrast
historical and modern responses to this
scenario as part of a facilitated discussion with
module leaders and SIM technicians
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+» Day 4: Community

The module focus shifts from practitioner to
patient perspective on Day 4 with a visitto 14
Henrietta Street, a social history museum of life in
Dublin. This session focuses specifically on
public health and the influence of social
determinants of health such as socioeconomic
status, housing conditions and access to
amenities, diet and health behaviours, and
community cohesion.

+» Day 5: Reflections

The module concludes with a series of reflective
student presentations. Students are asked to
identify key moments from their experience over
the previous four days and to reflect individually
on each of these moments or elements through
the medium of one of the five senses. This
exercise encourages students to think creatively
about the experiences they find meaningful and
to reflect critically on the reasons for this,
including whether they could connect this to
wider course learnings or personal experience, or
whether their assumptions, values, or beliefs
were challenged by this experience.

Day 4: Community — Social History in 14 Henrietta Street

Pathologies Through Time enhances the academic
experience for medical students at RCSI by

employing humanities perspectives and
pedagogies to explore elements of healthcare
education, research, and practice. It enhances
teaching capacity among professional staff in the
RCSI Library Heritage Collections, empowering
them to contribute meaningfully to the student
learning experience beyond the scope of the
traditional medical curriculum.

It supports Personal and Professional Identity
Development as a core pillar of learning in
RCSI.Student feedback for the first iteration of the
module was captured as part of the RCSI Student
Pulse Survey for Semester 2 2023/24. Survey
results indicated overall positive evaluation by
participating students, with positive responses
(Agree or Strongly Agree) accounting for 93.75%
of total responses across eight standardised
questions (n=4). Free-text responses submitted as
part of this survey were similarly encouraging:

‘This was overall my favourite thing in Med 1, it
was so fun working with coordinators who
were so passionate about what they do. It
really made me realise how incredible medicine
is and how much amazing things previous
students and professors of the school did. One
hundred percent would do it again if | had the
opportunity, | never had a week go by so
quickly in my entire academic career.’

The results of this survey combined with learnings
from the initial module rollout in March 2024 led
module leaders to identify additional format and
assessment enhancements for further iterations of
Pathologies Through Time. It also led directly to the
initiation of a Student Engagement and Partnership
(StEP) Level 2 project to further evaluate teaching,
learning, and assessment strategies for
interdisciplinary studies in humanities and the arts
in medical education.

This student-staff partnership project was
completed over the course of 8 weeks in summer
2024 in collaboration with one of the students from
the initial cohort of Pathologies Through Time
participants.

Pathologies Through Time was referenced in a
recent paper by Dr Orla O’Donovan, Senior
Lecturer in the School of Applied Social Studies at
University College Cork, as an example of the role
of archives and historical collections in re-
evaluating received narratives within academic
disciplines and higher education (Orla O'Donovan,
University ‘dude walls’ must fall, Community
Development Journal, 2024, bsae050,
https://doi.org/10.1093/cdj/bsae050).

The Pathologies Through Time module is now a
reqular fixture in Student Choice as of the
beginning of the 2024/25 academic year.
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