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Abstract

Objectives: To evaluate the ability of medical students and first-year residents to make
differential diagnoses for common medical problems.

Methods: We assigned two case scenarios to 89 University of Tsukuba fifth-year medical
students who had experienced bed-side learning(BSL) for less than six months(group A), or
for more than six months(group B), and 116 fresh graduates from the same medical school
who had not yet started their postgraduate training(group C) and asked them to give as many
differential diagnoses as possible. The two case patients had loss of consciousness and nausea,
respectively. We compared the comprehensiveness of the diagnoses among the three groups.
Results: In the case with loss of consciousness, group A students averaged 3.5 diagnoses out
of 10 categories, whereas those in groups B and C listed 3.8 and 4.4 diagnoses, respectively.
In the case with nausea, the mean number of possible differential diagnoses raised by group A,
B, and C was 3.5, 4.4 and 4.5 out of 11 categories, respectively. There was little difference, in
either of the case scenarios, in terms of the total number and diversity of differential diagnoses
among the three groups.

Conclusions: Both medical students and residents showed an inability to make adequate
differential diagnoses. This result suggests that the current medical school curriculum may not be
providing medical students with the necessary problem-solving skills. In undergraduate education,
much stronger emphasis needs to be placed on case-based in order for medical students to
acquire adequate clinical problem-solving skills before starting graduate medical training.

Key Words: clinical problem-solving, differential diagnosis, bed-side learning



