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Using medical comics to explore challenging everyday topics in
medicine: lessons learned from teaching medical humanities
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Background: Studying medicine requires an extensive acquisition of knowledge, skills and attitudes. At the
MedUni Vienna, this wide range of skills is strengthened by discussing aspects of medical humanities (MH)
with medical students in their pre-clinical fifth study year. Medical comics (MCs), as a part of MH, offer the
possibility to address challenging situations within medical settings through the use of graphic illustrations.
Thus, patient stories as well as different perspectives of patients, caregivers, and medical staff can be
addressed.

Methods: A total of 506 medical students were randomly assigned to one of three MCs within a blended
learning setting via the Moodle online learning platform. The medical students were instructed to reflect on
the MC by answering three questions within 1 week. Depending on the MC assigned, the learning objectives
were to (I) comprehend demands on a young doctor during a night shift, (II) reflect on a patient examination
situation, or (III) recognize patients’ physical and/or emotional needs. The word counts of the answers and
the time spent online answering the questions in the learning platform were analyzed. This was followed
by an analysis in which the answers and their content were rated on a three-point Likert scale (insufficient,
sufficient, exceptional). Subsequently, an MH and MCs lecture was held that incorporated the medical
students’ reflections. After the lecture, a one-minute paper (OMP) survey comprising two questions was
conducted on the learning platform.

Results: Of the 506 medical students assigned the online task, 505 completed it. On average, each medical
student wrote 110.87 words (SD: 78.54; range, 4.00-602.00) and spent 12.75 minutes (SD: 11.60) on the
task. Of all the answers, 84% were rated as sufficient or exceptional. Two OMP questions: (I) “What was the
most important thing you learned today?”, and (II) “What questions remain unanswered?” were answered by
the medical students. “What was the most important thing you learned today?” was answered by 78% (n=393)
of the medical students with a profound statement. When asked “What questions remain unanswered?”,
85% (n=429) of the medical students stated that nothing was left unanswered. All the answers included 154
positive and 28 negative comments on the lecture.

Conclusions: The study results indicate that medical students saw great potential in the use of MCs
in medical teaching in terms of addressing challenging topics and reflecting on them deeply. This kind
of blended learning (a form of learning in which the advantages of face-to-face events and e-learning are
combined) successfully showed that medical students can gain a deeper understanding of MH and be inspired
through the use of MCs.
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Introduction

Medical humanities (MH) can be viewed as an
interdisciplinary field at the interface of medicine and
humanities, meaning an intersection of hard science and
social science (1). Among other things, the goal of MH
is to educate well-rounded doctors who can adapt to the
needs of patients of diverse origins and in various situations
(1,2). Medical students should acquire humanistic skills that
go beyond medical knowledge and hard skills. MH may
encourage students as well as medical staff to acquire soft
skills, such as empathy, reflection, and professionalism (3).
Humanities offer innovative teaching elements and
approaches that can be integrated into medical studies. The
promotion of critical, interdisciplinary, and interprofessional
discourses on challenging medical topics can expand
medical training and competence (4-6).

As a part of MH, graphic medicine and medical comics
(MCs) offer an interesting and diverse research field
(7,8). MCs can depict challenging topics and encourage a
change in perspective so that these difficult subjects can be
viewed from different angles. MCs can be used in medical
education and teaching to impart soft skills, accelerate self-
reflection, sensitize communication skills, and promote
observation (9). In medical education, for example, art, film,
and literature offer the opportunity to experience different
perspectives and to determine that there is more than one
answer to a question and more than one view on specific
situations (10). Hence, MCs can promote the discussion of
complexity and ambiguity. In MCs, drawings are combined
with words, sentences, or texts. The variety of topics and
different forms of presentation using MCs is applicable to
various age groups, interests, and professions.

MCs can be used to address patient stories as well as
different perspectives of patients, caregivers, and medical
staff (11). Pathography, or patient history from the
patient’s perspective, is a growing area of study. In this
way, knowledge about a clinical picture, the possible ways
it can be handled, and the accompanying emotions can be
conveyed to doctors or other patients.

MC:s are published as monographs in medical journals
(12,13). In the early 1940s, MCs depicted nurses and
doctors as heroes (e.g., Florence Nightingale or Robert
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Koch). In the mid-19th century, comics began to take the
form that we are familiar with today. In the first half of the
20th century, comics developed into a massive phenomenon
with genres ranging from fantasy to superheroes.

The term graphic medicine was coined by the British
doctor and artist Ian Williams to describe the use of comics
in healthcare (14). Since 2007, numerous initiatives have
been summarized under this term and can be found at www.
graphicmedicine.org. A milestone for MCs was the article
“Missed It” published in Annals of Internal Medicine in 2013,
which presented a story in pictures on the subject of the
fatal consequences of treatment errors (13). The Graphic
Medicine Manifesto, published in 2015 as a combination
of scientific essays and visual representations, laid the
foundation for the establishment of graphic medicine as a
new field of research (11).

Because they enable an exchange beyond language and
reading skills, the value of MCs is undisputed. Images are
often used for patient information purposes. In particular,
children and adolescents or people with language barriers
can be reached through the medium of MCs.

An example from clinical practice was a study on consent
regarding cardiac catheter examination, which was carried
out at the Charité Berlin (15). The study demonstrated that
a cardiac catheter information sheet presented in comic
form improved patients’ knowledge and reduced anxiety.

The aim of the present study was to use and examine
MCs as teaching elements to address challenging topics.
In the fifth year of their six-year study of human medicine
at MedUni Vienna, medical students are prepared for
their subsequent clinical practice year in which they will
spend 48 weeks in clinical rotations. The seminar series
of interdisciplinary case conferences during the fifth year
of the medical curriculum at MedUni Vienna follows the
concept of blended learning. This means that medical
students have to take part in an in-person lecture unit and
complete thematically coordinated mandatory weekly tasks
via an online learning platform.

Methods

For this study, 506 medical students were randomly assigned
to one of three MCs via the Moodle online learning
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Comic 1
[Instruction for students] Consider the situation of a young doctor, edited
as a medical comic. Take your time to reflect upon the illustration.

.;: v | el dema——
WHEN YOV'VE BEEN ON YOUR FEET !
FOR. NINETEEN HOURS , ANOTHER CALL 1S

[Task for students] Describe the situation shown in the comic. What
other options would the young doctor have to react to the call? What
kind of coping strategies can you think of to meet the requirements after
19 hours of service?

Williams | (pseudonym Thom Ferrier). Disrepute, 2012

Figure 1 Requirements for young doctors during night work.

Comic 2
[Instructions for students] Take a look at the medical comic portraying
the first contact between a doctor and a patient. Take your time to reflect

upon the illustration.
@ (CAN vou >
FEEL THIS?
ey
I
MY FINGER,

X

.

o=

= 727

BREATHE.

™

[Task for students] Describe the situation shown in the comic. How is the

patient behaving? How might the patient feel? What is the requirement for
doctors in this situation?

Fies B. Mom’s Cancer, 2006, p18.

Figure 2 Patient examination.

platform. The MCs were selected by a jury consisting of
16 teachers. The medical students had to answer three
reflection questions about their respective comic within
one week. Learning objectives were to (I) understand
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Comic 3

[Instructions for students] Take a look at the medical comic portraying
the first contact between a doctor and a patient. Take your time to reflect
upon the illustration.

[Task for students] Describe the situation shown in the comic. How is the
patient doing? How is the doctor doing? How can a first contact between
patient and doctor being pleasant for both sides?

Czerwiec MK, Williams |, Squier SM, Green MJ, Myers KR, Smith ST.
Graphic Medicine Manifesto, 2015, p149.

Figure 3 Patients’ physical and/or emotional needs.

the requirements for young doctors during night work
(Figure 1), (I) think about a patient examination (Figure 2),
or (III) recognize patients’ physical and/or emotional needs
(Figure 3).

Two teachers (EK Masel, A Praschinger) analyzed
the word count of the reflections and the time spent
online answering the task in the learning platform. This
was followed by an analysis in which the answers and
their contents were rated on a three-point Likert scale
(insufficient, sufficient, and exceptional). Both researchers
then compared their rankings of the first 50 answers to
ensure comparability at the beginning of the analysis and
then continued to rank separately, as their rankings were
similar for the first 50 medical students.

The lecturers (EK Masel and A Praschinger) then
prepared an MH and MCs lecture unit on the basis of the
medical students’ answers that incorporated the medical
students’ reflections. After the lecture, a one-minute paper
(OMP) survey comprising two questions was conducted via
the learning platform (16). All procedures performed were
in accordance with the ethical standards of the Declaration
of Helsinki (as revised in 2013). The current study did not
need ethical approval according to the ethics committee
of the Medical University of Vienna as no patients were
involved in the study.
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Table 1 Data from the learning platform

Masel et al. Using medical comics as a teaching method

Online task Medical students (n) Technical problems Average time spent (minutes) Average word count
Comic 1 151 1 15.50 83
Comic 2 171 0 13.24 112
Comic 3 184 0 12.50 79

506 1

Table 2 Three-point Likert scale rating the medical students’
reflections

Online task Insufficient (%) Sufficient (%)

Exceptional (%)

Comic 1 21.74 44.57 33.70
Comic 2 13.37 32.56 54.07
Comic 3 13.16 38.16 48.03
Results
Pre-lecture

Of the 506 medical students assigned this online task,
505 completed the task. On average, students spent
12.75 minutes on the task (SD: 11.60) and wrote 110.87
words (SD: 78.54; range: 4.00-602.00). Of all the answers,
84% were rated as sufficient or exceptional (7ables 1,2).

Post-lecture

Two OMP questions: (I) “What was the most important
thing you learned today?”, and (II) “What questions remain
unanswered?” were answered by the medical students.
“What was the most important thing you learned today?”
was answered by 78% (n=393) of the medical students with
a profound statement. When asked “What questions remain
unanswered?”, 85% (n=429) of the medical students stated
that nothing was left unanswered. All the answers included
154 positive and 28 negative comments on the lecture.
However, 25% of the answers were not evaluated because
they were without content (e.g., characters such as XXX
entered via the online platform).

Discussion

The results of this study indicate that medical students
saw great potential in MCs in terms of engaging with
challenging topics. Using MCs as a teaching element was

© Annals of Palliative Medicine. All rights reserved.

well-accepted by the medical students. Furthermore, the
time spent on the reflection task as well as the rather high
word count of the reflections proved that the medical
students were able to profoundly reflect on MCs. This
indicates that numerous medical students can understand
MH through MCs. Based on the medical students’ answers,
a lecture about MH and MCs was held. This lecture
constituted a new learning element in the curriculum of
medical studies at MedUni Vienna. The concept of using
MC:s for teaching purposes focused on the ability to change
one’s perspective, as situations in daily medical practice can
be viewed from different angles.

Situations in daily medical practice pose challenges for
medical students, medical staff, and—not least—patients
and their caregivers. The critical reflection on situations
through MCs enabled medical students to question what
they would otherwise view as facts. MCs do not primarily
serve as a humorous presentation but rather as a visual
illustration of challenging topics.

The pictorial expression plays an important role
in medicine, where pain, loss, overload, illness, grief,
emotional stress, visible and invisible injuries, and much
more must be processed and may be difficult to express with
words. In previous research, MCs have been studied as a
separate art form developed over decades that have proven
to be feasible as a teaching method (17-19).

MH supports the development of so-called tacit
knowledge, which is difficult to transfer to another person
by means of writing it down or verbalizing it (20). MCs
can promote visual competence and train the eye, which is
essential for daily clinical practice (8,9).

The limitations and strengths of the current study should
be mentioned. One limitation is that a qualitative analysis
of the medical students’ answers was not conducted, which
the authors aim to do in a future analysis. Furthermore, it
was mandatory for the medical students to answer the MC
reflection questions, which might have influenced their
answers. This study is lacking a control group; a study
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design with a control group could be useful for further
research. The strengths of the study are the large sample
size of 505 students and its innovative and novel approach
by using MCs as a part of MH for teaching purposes.

Conclusions

The results of this study show that by using MCs, medical
students were able to reflect on critical clinical situations.
The medical students were able to perceive these
challenging situations and the resulting needs of patients
and their caregivers.

The authors aim to continue the use of MH and MCs as
teaching elements and to conduct mixed methods studies in
this research field. The authors further aim to permanently
integrate aspects of MH and MCs into the medical
curriculum at MedUni Vienna in order to prepare students
for their future job duties. MCs can also serve to address
challenging topics such as illness and death in palliative
and hospice care and might therefore be useful in teaching
palliative care skills (21). In summary, MCs embody a
multifaceted, linguistic and visual rhetoric and can be a
valuable addition to medical education (22).
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