
The American Association of Medical Colleges recognizes that the 
role of arts and humanities are “essential to the human experience” 
and their benefits in medical education are numerous.[1] The arts and 
humanities are often used as a teaching modality in a variety of 
contexts, “from using visual art to teach observation skills to using 
literature to promote perspective taking.”[2] Although this approach has 
been used at the University of Colorado School of Medicine in 
individual lessons throughout the four-year curriculum (i.e. in Health 
and Society sessions first year, in individual trail lectures during the 
third and fourth year, and sparingly in other required and elective 
coursework), we have identified a need for improved arts and 
humanities opportunities for medical students. Currently, there is no 
dedicated elective for students desiring to engage more consistently 
with the arts and humanities. 

To address this need, we developed a four-week curriculum for 
medical students who are selecting electives for their final year of 
medical education. The goal of this elective is to allow students to build 
on earlier themes of arts engagement in the curriculum to further 
develop their empathy, perspective taking, and understanding of 
issues of health equity. Health equity and building student 
understanding of social justice and ethics are integral parts of the 
CUSOM’s educational mission, and this curriculum is an important 
option for students to continue to engage in this work.[9] Using 
assessment tools derived from Miller’s Pyramid and the Kirkpatrick 
Evaluation Model [10-12], students will move from “knowing” to “showing 
how” they can model behavior that furthers their goals of working 
towards healthy equity, improving empathy, and demonstrating 
personal growth and resilience. The class will be offered for the first 
time in 2025, and feedback from students who take the elective will 
help us better refine and update the curriculum moving forward, with 
the long-term goal of adding the elective as a permanent addition to 
the CUSOM curriculum.
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We will utilize the following educational strategies drawn from arts 
education practices:

Narrative Medicine: 

Narrative medicine was developed to help “equip healthcare 
professionals with the capacity” to receive accounts of illness from 
patients – to absorb, interpret and then turn that experience into action 
from the stories told by patients.[15] The focus of narrative medicine is 
to help build the patient-physician alliance while allowing the physician 
to “recognize their own personal journey through medicine” which 
allows individuals to practice empathy, storytelling, and compassionate 
advocacy.[16] In addition to reflecting on their own experiences, 
narrative medicine may support physician “well-being and personal 
growth.”[17] Narrative medicine can serve as a bridge for physicians to 
connect with patients, and then use those connections to advocate to 
the wider community, other colleagues, and society as whole.

Visual Thinking Strategies: 

Visual Thinking Strategies (VTS) is a non-profit that focuses on research-
based educational strategies to facilitate discussion of art. These 
techniques serve as a method to teach deep listening, increase critical 
thinking, and build reflection and community-building dialogue that 
integrates diverse viewpoints.[18] VTS also improves visual literacy, 
which is an important aspect of improving clinical observation skills for 
medical students.[19-21] VTS focuses on a certified guide asking 
participants to observe a piece of art, and then ask “what is going on 
here?”, then summarizing participant responses. Next, asking “what do 
you see that makes you say that?” and encouraging participants to 
back up their statements. Finally, ask participants “what more can we 
find?” to continue the conversation.[6, 13, 22] These strategies must be 
carried out by a certified coach or facilitator to achieve effectiveness. 
When employed effectively, VTS has been shown to build visual 
literacy, communication skills, and empathy.[6, 13, 23] VTS has also stated 
their commitment to antiracist work, and the ways in which the VTS 
techniques can be used to increase antiracist work in organizations.[24] 

Targeted environment in which our curriculum will be 
implemented:

• Third- and fourth-year elective time:

o During the elective portion of their final year in medical 
school, students will be able to join the elective through the 
established lottery process. 

o This will build on prior lessons given first year in arts 
education using Visual Thinking Strategies during the DOCS 
curriculum. 

• In having the elective offered towards the end of their clinical 
experiences of mixed in with advanced clinical rotations, students 
can interpret their clinical experiences with a new lens. 

• Students may be seeking to deepen their learning and growth 
through this course by the end of their time in medical school, so 
that the techniques they learn are fresh on their mind as they 
transition into careers where their resilience will be tested. They 
will learn these transferable skills in time for this important 
transition to residency.
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The overall goals of the elective:

• To equip third- and fourth-year students with the skills to utilize 
arts, humanities, and creativity to better understand issues of 
health equity, further their own personal growth and empathy, 
and improve perspective taking from their patients.

• To provide two weeks of focused education on the arts and 
issues of health equity with two cumulative artistic and literature 
projects that allow students to explore their creativity and 
grapple with an issue of health equity of their own choosing. 

• To provide two weeks of focused education on the arts and 
wellness with a cumulative artistic project and a final creative 
project to help students build empathy, resilience, and skills to 
fight burnout. 

The specific learning goals of the elective:

• Students will identify issues of health equity such as social 
determinants of health, intergenerational trauma, 
intersectionality, resilience, and cross-cultural care present in the 
healthcare system. 

• Students will create an art project that explores one of these 
issues and the complexities of the structural forces that underpin 
this issue. 

• Students will learn arts education frameworks of Visual Thinking 
Strategies and Personal Responses Tour to incorporate reflection, 
critical analysis, and their own past experiences to build empathy, 
improve resilience, and develop reflective skills to fight 
burnout.[13]

• Students will practice the ability to tolerate ambiguity, a skill that 
increases with engagement with visual art.[14] 

• Students will identify and explore a personal experience that 
highlights the importance of empathy, resilience, or reflective 
skills. 

• Students will complete a final artistic project in any medium that 
addresses an issue of their choosing from any of the educational 
topics we have covered in the course. They will write a short 
“gallery” text describing their piece and will present their final 
project in a gallery space during an art show held at the end of 
the elective. Students will submit their final project and a one-
page reflection on the piece by the end of the elective.  

What learner assessments will be used?

Students will submit artistic projects and written reflections weekly.

Student attendance at all in-person lectures and field trip events will be 
required.

Beginning of class and end of class survey to provide data about 
effectiveness of the curriculum and student buy-in.
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Survey example questions:

• Describe an issue of health equity you have seen in your time as a 
medical student.

• What are the benefits of creating art?

• Likert scales: On a scale of 1-10 (10 being the most important), how 
important is it for medical students to learn about health equity?

• Likert scales: On a scale of 1-10 (10 being the most important), how 
important is it for medical students to learn about empathy?

We will use the Toronto Empathy Questionnaire (TEQ) and the 
Jefferson Scale of Physicians Empathy (JSPE) at the beginning of the 
elective, and again at the end to create quantitative measures of 
changes in student empathy.[25, 26]

In general, curriculum evaluation will happen qualitatively as there is 
no set control group we can use for the class. Student’s self-reported 
scales and changes on the TEQ and JSPE will be our best measure of 
curricular success and to assist in efforts to continue with refining this 
curriculum moving forward.
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