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Ophthalomology?!—Who needs to learn that?

Medical schools need to emphasize ophthalmology in their curricula
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By Peter J. McDonnell, MD

In the first issue of Ophthalmology Times after assuming the mantle of chief medical editor, I wrote a
piece praising this publication as an effective instrument for providing important, clinically relevant
information in ophthalmology. I wish the same could be said for America's medical schools.

Let me explain. Each year, the Association of University Professors of Ophthalmology ( www.aupo.org)
convenes in some lovely setting. The attendees are largely department chairpersons and residency
program directors from about 125 departments across the United States. The idea is to have a forum
where academic leaders can learn from each other about how best to teach their residents and fellows,
survive the changes in the healthcare system, strengthen their research programs, etc. For a new
chairperson, it represents an opportunity to seek out advice from the most successful chairpersons and
to learn some of the things about the position that were taught in medical school.

At this most recent meeting, I learned there is something else they don't teach you in medical school,
and it's called ophthalmology. A speaker at the podium asked for a show of hands of those departments
where the medical curriculum had a required rotation in ophthalmology. About one-fifth of the hands
went up, including my own. No required rotation in ophthalmology and about 80% went up.

In this space that Ophthalmology Times allocates to me each issue, I recently (Feb. 1, 2005) opined
about what seems to be a decline in many departments of ophthalmology because of the large number of
departments without a permanent full-time leader. It seemed to me that many medical schools were de-
emphasizing our specialty, and that some deans were focusing increasingly on their "flagship"
departments (surgery, medicine, pediatrics) and being forced to ignore the usually small, outpatient-
focused ophthalmology departments (I hasten to add that such practice is not the case at my institution).

But why should a dean worry about strengthening a department that does not even have a serious place
at the table when it comes to educating his/her medical students? For all I know, perhaps at some
schools the ophthalmology faculty are relieved that they do not have to teach every student some of the
basics about eye diseases and clinical care in our field. By extension, why should a brilliant medical
student consider a career in our field if he or she has no exposure to it, and observes that house officers
on the medical and surgical wards are getting by just fine without doing basic examination of the eye,
including direct ophthalmoscopy, on every patient?

As an academic ophthalmologist, this trend disturbs me greatly, and I hope we can do something about
it. I would like the AUPO and perhaps the American Academy of Ophthalmology to help educate all
medical school deans about this issue. Perhaps those of you with influence in your local medical school
can also help its leaders to realize what a minority of deans—including mine at Johns Hopkins
University School of Medicine—understand, namely that educating our future physicians about the eye
is important, and that a medical school that aspires to be great should have a department of
ophthalmology that is excellent.

And I would like to offer a medical school dean who doesn't think it is important to educate U.S.
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medical students about the eye the chance to tell us why in some future issue of Ophthalmology Times.
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