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Abstract.  The undergraduate curriculum of the Medical School-King
Abdulaziz University, Saudi Arabia was a traditional one (it was teacher-
centered, discipline-based, and hospital-based with no options or elective
modules). In 2006-2007, the Medical School adopted a new system-based
curriculum. This study was constructed to compare the perceptions of
students of both, the traditional and new curricula to identify the problem
areas that should be remediated. A comparative cross-sectional study was
carried out with the third- and fourth-year students at 2008/2009. A
questionnaire was distributed to the third-year students who were enrolled in
the new system-based curriculum (n = 227 response rate was 80%) and to
the fourth-year students who were enrolled in the old curriculum (n = 217
response rate was 76%). For the third-year students, the total mean scores of
all the studied domains were significantly higher compared with the fourth-
year students except for the fourth domain (library and electronic learning
resources), which showed an insignificant difference between the two
groups.  Perceptions of students who experienced the system-based
curriculum are significantly higher than those who had experienced the
traditional ones; however, the overall score is still low. Therefore, there is a
great need for improvement.
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Introduction

The undergraduate curriculum of the Faculty of Medicine in King
Abdulaziz University (KAU), Saudi Arabia, as with most medical
schools in the Middle East region, was traditional until 1427 to 1428
A.H. (2006-2007A.D.). The traditional curriculum was teacher-centered,
discipline-based, and hospital-based with no options or elective modules
as defined by the General Medical Council’. The teaching process
depended mainly on information gathering, with the teacher as the main
source of information. Teaching methods comprised of lectures,
tutorials, and practical classes. Little emphasis was placed on how the
knowledge or skills would be used in later parts of the course. Students
reduced of what was to be learned to the status of unconnected facts as to
memorize. The learning task was to reproduce the subject matter in the
final examination. Generally, students saw learning as something
prepared to them by the teacher, and they viewed the curriculum as an
aggregate of separate subjects.

In 2006 to 2007, the Faculty of Medicine at KAU adopted a new
system-based curriculum that sought to conform the prescriptions for
curriculum innovation as outlined in ‘Tomorrow’s Doctors’ as mandated
by the General Medical Council of the UK,

Teaching and learning occur in two successive phases. The
educational strategies adopted; include elements of problem-based
learning, student direct learning and problem solving in teaching and
learning. Students are encouraged to take more responsibility for their
own learning as they progress through the curriculum. The approach to
assessment emphasizes the overall outcomes of the course. In addition,
the organization and management of the curriculum and allocation of
resources are designed to support the educational philosophy!®.

The educational environment makes an impact on students’ learning
experiences and their outcomes, plus it influences how, why, and what
students learn®.  Studying this unique teaching personality enables
faculty, administrators, and students to answer the question, “What is
medical education here really like?”™*!. Positive environment and positive

learning outcomes appear to go together.
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Presently, at the Faculty of Medicine, KAU, there are two curricula
applied simultaneously; the traditional and system based-curricula. The
aim of this study was to compare the perceptions of students of both, the
traditional and the new curriculum as well as to identify problem areas
that needs be remediated.

Subjects and Methods

Ethical approval for this study was granted by the Ethics Committee
in the Faculty of Medicine at KAU. The target of this study was the
third- and fourth-year undergraduate medical students at KAU. Third-
year students represented those who experienced the system-based
curriculum, whereas those of the fourth year experienced the traditional
curriculum. A cross-sectional study was carried out on those students
during 2008-2009. A well constructed questionnaire was prepared and
given manually to about half the number of the third- and fourth-year
medical students.

The questionnaire encompassed five domains;

¢ The educational program in general: 15 items/maximum score 60

¢ The relationship between the students, faculty, and management:
4 items/maximum score 16.

e Student support: 9 items/maximum score 36.

e Learning environment: 4 items/maximum score 16.

e Library and electronic learning resources: 6 items/maximum
score 24

Each item scored 4-0 with 4 = strongly agree, 3 = agree, 2 = unsure,
1 = disagree and 0 = strongly disagree by the respondents.

The number of third-year students who received the questionnaire
was 224 (both males and females). The number of the respondents was
179 (80%). On the other hand, the number of fourth-year students who
received the questionnaire was 217 (both males and females) and the
number of the respondents was 165 (76%).

The data were analyzed using SPSS version 16, (Contractors/
Manufacturing; SPSS Inc., 233 South Wackar Driver, 11 floor Chicago,
IL 60606-6307) and was presented in the form of mean + SD. Student’s
“t” test was used to compare the two studied groups and the significance
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was considered at p < 0.05, highly significant at p < 0.01 and extremely
significant at p < 0.001.

Results

Overall Mean Scores

The total mean scores for the five studied domains are specified in
Table 1. For the new system-based curriculum students (third year); the
total mean scores of all domains were significantly higher compared with
the traditional curriculum students (fourth year), except for the fourth
domain (library and electronic learning resources), which did not show
significant difference between the two groups (Table 1).

Table 1. Comparison between third and fourth year regarding domains of the traditional
and system-based curriculum at King Abdulaziz University Medical School.

Domain Third Year Fourth Year Test of Significance
! Mean = SD Mean £ SD t P

The educational 349+ 8.6 30+ 8.9 5.3 <0.001F
program in general
The relationship
between the student, 10.9+2.7 10.1+3.1 2.5 0.012"
faculty, and
management
Student support 18.5+53 15.6 £ 6.6 4.5 <0.001%
Learning environment 7.7+2.9 7.01+3 2.2 0.029*
Library and electronic 133+4.5 13.9+3.7 -1.2 0.22

learning resources
Total 85.4 = 18.8 76.6 +20.1 4.2 <0.001%
“Significant p < 0.05, 1Highly Significant, p < 0.01, }Extremely Significant p < 0.001

Individual Item Scores

Third-year students found that they were taught by methods that
increased their interest and enthusiasm, and it focused on the learning of
scientific facts than with the fourth-year students. They felt the methods
of instruction were highly efficient and it helped them to remember
learning topics than with the fourth-year students. Third-year students
experienced integration between basic and applied clinical science and
good allocation of time more effectively than fourth-year students.
Overall, the third-year students were taught by more satisfying methods
than the fourth year. On the other hand, there was no significant
difference between third- and fourth-year students’ perception in regard
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to the item, “if method of instruction encourages continuing long-term
self-education or not” (Table 2).

Table 2. Comparison between third and fourth year regarding educational program of the
traditional and system-based curriculum at King Abdulaziz University Medical

School.
Ttem Third Year Fourth Year Test of Significance
Mean £ SD Mean = SD t P
The teaching method
increases my interest and 25+1 1.7+1.2 7 <.001%
enthusiasm
Teaching often focuses on
the education of scientific 25+22 22+1 2.6 .0097
facts
The time allocated for the
teaching is invested very 24+19 1.1+£1.2 4.5 <.001%
well
I can remember what 2141 1841 29 003+

information I need
Method of instruction
encourages continuing 22+1.1 21+1.2 1.4 15
long-term self-education
Method of instruction is
highly efficient
Teaching method helps me
to remember education 2.1+1.1 1.7+1.1 2.8 .005*
topics
Teaching method is
characterized by integration
between basic and applied
clinical science.
Teaching and learning
method satisfy me.
Teaching method often
stimulates me.
Professor dominated by the
love of control
Student plays a key role in
the process of teaching.
Faculty member plays a
key role in the process of 23+£1.2 24+1 -1.2 22
teaching
Teaching is characterized
by focusing on the theme 26+1.1 24+09 1.6 A3
of the lesson
Modern technology
conveys information to me 26+1.1 22+1.1 34 .001%
quickly and easily.

*Significant p < 0.05, 1Highly Significant, p < 0.01, }Extremely Significant p < 0.001

23+1 19+1.1 33 .0017

2.7+1 1.9+1.3 6.5 <.001%

23+1.1 1.5+1.1 7 <.001%
22+ 1.1 1.8+1.3 2.9 .004+
1.9+1.1 21+1.2 -1.6 A2

22+1.1 24+1 -1.7 .09%*
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In regards the relation between the students, faculty, and
administration, the students in their third year had a more clear idea about
the educational objectives of the subjects than those of the fourth year.
They also felt that their faculty was more distinct technically and
scientifically. There was no significant difference between the two
studied groups as regards the ability of students to communicate with
their colleagues and faculty (Table 3).

Table 3. Comparison between third and fourth year regarding the relationship between
the student, faculty, and administration in the traditional and system-based
curriculum at King Abdulaziz University Medical School.

Item Third Year Fourth Year Test of Significance
Mean + SD Mean £ SD t P

I have a clear idea about the

educational objectives of the 2.6+1 24+1.1 1.7 .09%*
subjects

I feel excellence among my

fellows in other faculties 3+l 2811 1.4 16

I feel my faculty is distinct 2741 2541 22 03*

technically and scientifically
I have the ability to
communicate with my 26+1 24+1.1 1.7 .09
colleagues and faculty.

*Significant p < 0.05

Students who experienced the system based-curriculum (third year)
perceived that the method of instruction assisted more to increase their
confidence, refine their skills in analytical thinking, and increase their
ability to work in a team. They also felt that this method of instruction
was more helpful to them to perform the requirements of their career than
the students who experienced the traditional curriculum (fourth year)
(Table 4).

Regarding learning environment, third-year students felt they were
more comfortable psychologically at the lecture hall and were more
encouraged to participate in the lectures and panel discussions. On the
other hand, there was no significant difference between third- and fourth-
year students in regards to boring sensations they rarely developed in the
lecture hall and panel discussion. Both of them found that teachers use
effectively modern technology during their teaching lesson (Table 5).
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Table 4. Comparison between third and fourth year regarding student support of the
traditional and system-based curriculum at King Abdulaziz University Medical

School.
Item Third Year Fourth Year Test of Significance
Mean £ SD Mean £ SD t P
Method of instruction assisted to 2741 2241 42 <001+
increase myself confidence *
Method of instruction
participated to refine my skills 2.7+1 22+1.2 4.6 <.001%
in analytical thinking
Me.:thodhofmstructlon. helped me 26+9 25511 17 09
to identify my educational needs
The methods of instruction
increased my ability to work in a 2.6+1 22+1.1 3 .003
team
Method 0f1nstrupt10n prepared 2441 21411 34 0014
me for the exercise of my career
I feel that the study in this
faculty prepared me well to 2441 2412 3 003+
perform the requirements of my
career
Teaching method helped me to 21+12 1.6+12 3.5 0017
develop my capability
The time I spend in my faculty
allows me to practice student 1.9+1.2 1.6+ 1.2 2.2 .03*
activities
Student activities refine my 18412 15413 26 01%

skills

*Significant p < 0.05, 1Highly Significant, p < 0.01, }Extremely Significant p < 0.001

Table 5. Comparison between third and fourth year regarding learning environment of
the traditional and system-based curriculum at King Abdulaziz University

Medical School.
Ttem Third Year Fourth Year Test of Significance
Mean = SD Mean = SD t P

I am rarely bored 1nvthe hgll of 1611 15413 08 0
lectures and panel discussions
I am enough encouraged to
participate in the hall of the 1.9+1.1 1.6+1.2 2.2 .03*
lecture and panel discussion
I feel comfortable
psychologically at the Lecture H 21+1.2 1.8+1.2 2.5 .01*
Hall
Teachers use effectively modern 2412 21411 0.07 91

technology during the teaching

*Significant p < 0.05
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Third-year students found that the study guide was more helpful to
them to know the educational objectives, methods of learning, and
methods of assessment as well as the sources of learning for each course.
They believed that visiting the library was more important to their study,
and they found the library services available and adequate. They also felt
that modern methods of technology were used more in teaching and in
testing (Table 6).

Table 6. Comparison between third and fourth year regarding library and electronic
learning resources of the traditional and system-based curriculum at King
Abdulaziz University Medical School.

Item Third Year Fourth Year Test of Significance
Mean = SD Mean = SD t P

There is study guide for 23+12 22+1.1 0.4 71
each studied course
Study guide helps me to
know the educational %
objectives and methods of 23£12 2.6+ 11 21 04
learning
Study guide helps me to
know the methods of 22+ 14 2821 4.9 <001}
assessment and sources of
learning
Visiting library is important 21414 25410 3 003+
to my study
Modern methods of
technology are used in 2.6+1.2 22+13 2.7 .007%
teaching and testing
Library services are 19+1.3 1.6+1.1 2.8 01%

available and adequate
"Significant p < 0.05, +Highly Significant, p < 0.01, }Extremely Significant p < 0.001

Discussion

The scores for the main domains and items in the present study gave
a clear indication of where the priorities for remediating the curriculum
lie and in improving the plan that needs to take place. For example, the
domains of library and electronic learning resources, and the relationship
between the student, faculty, and management need to be improved as
there was no or little significant difference between the traditional and
system-based curriculum. The items to be improved were, for example,
to make the method of instruction more encouraging, continue long-term
self-education, allow students to play a key role in the process of
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teaching, and make professors more willing to listen to students’ ideas.
The method of instruction should be more helpful in identifying students’
educational needs and give a clear idea about the educational objectives
of the subjects. Also, the study guide should play a major role in guiding
students to know the educational objectives and methods of learning.
Library services should be more available and adequate.

Some researchers performed a comparative study of the educational
environment in traditional and innovative medical schools, including the
educational environment at Dundee University Medical School. The
curriculum changes made, enhanced to perceive the educational
environment to conform to the UK General Medical Council’s
educational recommendations if it is considered to be in the national
interest to do so. The Medical School in KAU responded by preparing a
new system-based curriculum, which was applied in the 2006-2007
academic year.

Some researchers provided data that serve as a baseline for a
longitudinal quality assessment of students’ perceptions of the changes
planned for the Faculty of Medicine at KAU™. They concluded that the
new integrated system-based curriculum may have dramatic effects on
the educational environment. Also, the present study can be used, in the
Faculty of Medicine at KAU, as a follow-up for the comparative study
between the traditional curriculum and the integrated curriculum that is
presently being used.

Conclusion

Perceptions of the students who experienced the system-based
curriculum at KAU are significantly higher from those experienced the
traditional ones, however, the overall scores are still low and there is a
need for improvement and new development.
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