EDUCATION

Walk a Mile In
My Wheelchair

At 9 A.M. ON A RAINY FRIDAY MORNING
last October, the entire Classof Q1§
163first-yearmedicalstudentsN was
funneledinto three classroomsThey
werethere, they weretold, to leam the
meaningof empathy Restlessand weary,

meansto communicate to his partner
how to hold acup of water sothat he
could take asip.

The exercisedorm akeycomponent
of the Schoolof Medicine®newly estab
lished Disability Curriculum, one of the

MOST STUDENTS SURVEYED FELT THAT THE DISABILITY CURRICULUM MADE THEM MORE LIKELY
TO DISCUSS DISABLITIES WITH FUTURE PATIENTS AND BETTER EQUIPPED TO CARE FOR THEM.

they clearly wantedto be elsewvhere,
rather than performing Osensitivityexer
cises@esignedto impart anappreciation
of the daily chalengesfaced by more
than 54 million disabledAmericans.
One student, all five fingersof his
dominant handwrappedin masking tape
and his other hand behind his back, tried
to writ e asentence dictated by his part-
ner. Another student, her non-dominant
handcloakedin three layersof athletic
socksandher other hand behind her
back, tried to remove one sheetof paper
ater another from astackof 15Yet
another student, both of his hands
behind his back, tried to usenon-verbal
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first programsof its kind in the country.
Studentsalsomeetwith disabledpeople
who volunteerto sharestoriesabout the
daily dilemmasthey face. The ideafor
the programjelled whenalumnaDara
Richardson-Heron, M.D . (O8kinforced
the Rusk I nstitut e®lobbying efforts.

Aft er becoming Chief M edical Offic er of
United CerebralPalsyof New York City,
sheneededto hire physicians.ON one of
the candidaeshad disability training,O
sherecals. OThenl realizedthat neither
did I.CSoonafter making her caseto the
Dean®office, aninitiative was pilotedin
the ORtient, Physician,and SocietyO
courseled by David L. Stevens,M.D.

(691%linical AssistantProfessorof
Medicine,andimplementedin 2005

ORsearchshowsthat for avariety of
reasonsempathy affects medical out-
comes,@xplainsAlex Moroz, M.D . (096),
Direct or of Medical Educationin the
Department of Rehabilitation Medicine.
OButmedical educationhasndcaughtup
with the distribution of disability in the
population. NYU isidealy suited for
suchapioneeringprogram.The patient
alwayscomesfirst here,andthe Rusk
I nstitut e has decadef experiene
working with the disabled.O

The 40 or sofaculty memberswho
participat e alsogainvaluableinsights.
OLile the students,manyof them, for the
first time, arecompelled to think about
how they think aboutthe disabled,0
notesdulianneM. Chase,Ph.D.,
Associak Deanfor Education. Felice B.
Aull, Ph.D., Associat Professorof
Physiologyand Neurosciene, who teach
eselectivesin medicalhumanities,sees
the role of the Disability Curriculum as
anintegralone. O6u car®be asuperb
clinician if youOreot ahumanistic
physicianscientist,sheinsists, Obecause
otherwiseyouOreot goingto be fully
awareof the patient@needs.® atthew P.
Sapolin,anNYU alumnuswho sewvesas
Executive Direct or of the New York City
Mayor@Offic e for Peoplewith
Disabilities, describesthe programas @
model for medicalschoolsnationwide.O

After the session, one medical
student, Gilda Boroumand, shared a
story about an incident earlier that day
that, she said, put thingsin perspective
for her. Boarding abusthat morning,
she soon realized she would be late for
class because the bushad to load a
passenger in awheelchair. Optingto
walk the remaining blocksin therain,
she was exasperated by the time she
arrived. But by the end of the disability
exercise, Gildahad an epiphany. @ was
late five minutes,Oshe said, ut now |
think about that man in the wheelchair
how he be inconvenienced for the
rest of hislife.O

— Thomas Ranieri
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