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Problem Statement: Many studies from various parts of India have described irrational prescribing practices. Prescribing skills are one of the most important intellectual pharmacological skills that need to be taught to medical undergraduates. 

Objectives: To conduct a training programme for undergraduates that would impart various aspects of this skill at different time frames throughout the medical course from the very first year of medical school to internship, and to assess the impact of such a course. 

Design: Longitudinal prospective interventional study.

Setting and Population: Seventy five medical undergraduate students of the Jawaharlal Institute of Postgraduate Medical Education and Research. This is a medical school situated in South India. The students enrolled in 1997 and completed their course in 2002. 

Intervention: In the first year, students were shown a video of the various unethical prescribing practices occurring in the country, followed by a two hour group discussion on the ethical aspects of drug promotion, and how it influences prescribing practice. This ‘set induction’ forces students to take a look at the seamier side of medicine. During the next three semesters, a series of classes on prescription writing, selection of drugs from the essential drugs list, information to be given to the patient when a drug is prescribed, and communicating to the patients the optimal use of drugs and dosage forms were some of the topics covered to give the student perspectives on the various dimensions of prescribing. The following year, students were introduced to various modules of national health importance such as malaria and tuberculosis. Actual case scenarios were presented; the main thrust was on the appropriate selection of drugs. During internship students were exposed to a programme which emphasizes these various aspects and helps them address issues such as non-availability of drugs and  poor quality drugs. 

Outcome Measures: Evaluation was by written feedback at the end of each training session. Structured interviews with the students who underwent this training were conducted.

Results: The feedback obtained from the students during every part of the training course was very encouraging. The first batch of students who have undergone this programme are now first year postgraduates. However, these students feel that their prescribing practices are influenced to a great extent by what the consultants prescribe, and they very often unquestioningly follow the practices of the senior faculty. Only a very small percentage of their prescriptions are attributed to an intelligent decision making exercise on their part. 

Conclusions: Interventional measures targeted at medical undergraduates alone may not improve prescribing skills.
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