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    Tied down by routines, Externs claim they learn little Externs claim they learn little
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  By Donald Cheung
THE FIRST group of unregistered doctors presently enrolled in government hospitals as externs described training opportunities during the four months’ externship at the wards as “inadequate and incompetent”.
According to an interview with six externs at the Queen Mary Hospital, their practice during the past four months was confined solely to daily routines, especially paper work.
The 104 externs are unregistrable doctors who have passed the examination set by the Medical and Health Department last year.
They have started their externship training in the Queen Mary, the Queen Elizabeth, the Nethersole, the Princess Margaret and the United Christian Hospitals since mid-Semptember [i.e. mid-September] last year.
One of the externs who received his medical education in China said what they have been practising since the beginning of the externship will not assist them in achieving their goals.
“We wish to know what the actual medical services are in government hospitals, the administrative machinery and the approach which we should adopt when treating patients.”
“But we have no right to prescribe medicines and cannot directly administer treatment to patients,” complained another extern.
He stated that the problem only existed in the government hospitals such as Queen Mary, Queen Elizabeth and Princess Margaret, whereas, externs at the United Christian and Nethersole hospitals have acquired more training opportunities.
A spokesman for the United Christian Hospital confirmed that externs in his hospital have the right to prescribe and administer treatment after diagnosis.
One of the externs revealed that it only took one week, or at most two, to get used to daily routines.
“It is a waste of time to spend 18 months performing trivial duties which actually can be mastered within a very short period,” said the extern.
He explained that supervisors in each hospital can distribute tasks of differing responsibilities to externs who are treated as equals to the interns from the Medical Faculty of the University of Hongkong.
Commenting on the complaints from the externs, a medical officer working in the Queen Elizabeth Hospital confirmed that it would only take two weeks to be familiarised with ward routines.
“But,” he said, “the longer the externs stay in the hospitals, the opportunity to gather more in-depth medical knowledge as well as encountering rarer symptoms of illnesses is made greater.”
Mr. David Combes, administrator of the Licentiate Section of the Medical and Health Department said the 18-month externship was so arranged as to let externs have enough training in the various disciplines.
David Combes, administrator out that the period could be reduced, extended or terminated according to an individual’s performance.
Regarding the volume of paperwork, Combes said that it was necessary for externs to learn the techniques of making medical reports, writing out references for consultants as well as filling in medical forms.
“Since most externs were previously trained and educated in an environment quite different from the local hospital, this training is vital.”
Meanwhile, one of the externs said though they were dissatisfied with the training system, they were at least contented with the lectures.
Besides, the externs alleged that the Medical and Health Department has not indicated whether they will be allowed to sit for overseas medical examinations whereas graduates of the Medical Faculty of the University of Hongkong are allowed to do so.
However, the extern said he hopes that the essence of the lectures could shift onto more advanced areas. “We don’t want to be taught the same topics as University of Hongkong medical students as most of us have already learned the basics during our previous practices.”
On the other hand, the externs are also worried as to whether the licence granted to them upon completion of their externship will be on a par with those held by doctors employed in government hospitals.
In reply to the queries, Combes said that externs will be eligible for registration under the Medical Council of the Medical and Health Department as well as joining any local medical association on completion of their externship.
They can also go into private practice as registered doctors if they wish to do so, added Combes.
When asked about salary scales and the sitting of overseas examinations, Combes refused to disclose any definite decision made by the Medical and Health Department and stressed that these externs should now concentrate more on learning rather than thinking of pay salaries or overseas cognisance.
Meanwhile, the Licentiate Section has already received 930 applications from local unregistrable doctors who intend to sit for the examination this March. Out of the total 930,50 have already passed the part I English examination and are only required to sit for the other parts of the examination.  
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