aNUS

Source: The Straits Times, pA8
Date: 9 August 2017

National University

of Singapore

More ‘generalist’ doctors needed
for S’pore, say med school deans

They must be able to treat patients with several conditions,
rather than have them shuttle from one doctor to another

Linette Lai

Singapore needs more doctors who
are “generalists” rather than
specialists, say the deans of the
three medical schools here.

This means practitioners who are
skilled enough to treat a patient
with several medical conditions,
rather than having him shuttle
from doctor to doctor.

“Increasingly, I think that’s what
we need in the health system - we
need generalists,” said Associate
Professor Yeoh Khay Guan, who is
dean of the Yong Loo Lin School of
Medicine at the National University
of Singapore (NUS).

“It’s not very good if our elderly
parents see five doctors. It’s better
ifthere’s also a generalist to look af-
ter theirneeds.”

This does not necessarily mean
just general practitioners, but also
those trained in family medicine,
and geriatric and palliative care.

The deans were speaking to The
Straits Times in an exclusive inter-
view last month, on the sidelines of
the Singapore-Malaysia Congress
of Medicine.

Figures from the Singapore Medi-
cal Council showed that niche
fields like renal medicine and hand
surgery are among the disciplines
with biggest percentage growths.

But there are bright spots for the
general disciplines too - internal
medicine, for instance, saw an in-
crease of 50 per cent between 2012
and last year. This field deals with a
wide range of medical conditions
and focuses on treating a person as
a whole, rather than focusing on a
single organ or area.

In the same period, the number of
palliative-care doctors doubled,
while the geriatric medicine special-
istswentup by a third.

These generalists are necessary
in an ageing population where
many elderly people have multiple
health problems, said Professor

James Best, dean of Nanyang Tech-
nological University’s Lee Kong
Chian School of Medicine.

“(It is) holistic medicine, where
the doctor looks at the whole per-
son — not just his heart or his kid-
neys,” he said. “We alsoneed to con-
sider the patient in the context of
his family and society.”

Yet, getting young doctors into
these fields is not always easy. For
example, said Dr Loke Wai Chiong,
who is Deloitte South-east Asia’s
healthcare sector leader, speciali-
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ties such as surgery are often more
lucrative, making them an attrac-
tive option.

Other specialities may not re-
quire a doctor to deal with seriously
ill patients or emergencies, allow-
ing for abetter work-life balance.

“Plus, specialities such as geri-
atrics and palliative medicine can
be viewed as ‘depressing’ because
they deal with older patients,” Dr
Loke added. “(Some may) have
many different diseases, all poten-
tially exacerbating each other, with
no chance ofa complete cure.”

One way of getting medical stu-
dents more interested in these ar-
eas is through giving them role mod-
els to emulate, suggested Professor
Thomas Coffman, dean of the
Duke-NUS Medical School.

“As these specialities grow and as
medical students see people work-
ing... they can see how compelling
theseareasare,” he said.

Another is tweaking the curricu-
lum to reflect the population’s
needs, which is what NUS has done.

“We plan our curriculum accord-
ing to what we think our students
need to know when they are doc-
tors,” Prof Yeoh said. “As the demo-

graphics change... we try and shift
our curriculum towards those ar-
eas, to give (them) better coverage
and more exposure.”

For third-year medical student
Clara Chew, geriatrics is high on the
list of potential areas to specialise
in, simply because she enjoys inter-
acting with senior citizens.

“I do have a soft spot for elderly
people,” she said. “But I feel that
helping an elderly person with his
problems is a bit different because
there are more factors to consider.”

On the other hand, second-year
student Russell Tan said that he is
leaning towards a more specialised
field as he is interested in seeing
more complex cases.

“I think as a specialist, you would
see cases that are more challenging,
although I would also be fine in a
more general field,” he said.

In fact, it is also a challenge for
medical schools to keep the curricu-
lumup to date, since medical knowl-
edge increases sorapidly.

The deans said that the solution is
to train students in the art of learn-
ing, rather than cramming their
heads with facts.

For example, Duke-NUS students
take “open-laptop” exams where
they can use any reliable informa-
tion they find, Prof Coffman said.

“Medical thinking... is not a mem-
orisation of facts,” he added. “You
have to be open to developments,
and how to evaluate (them) and in-
corporate them intopractice.”

As Prof Best put it: “If you're a
good doctor, you never stop learn-
ing.”
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