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Abstract

Objectives: Anatomy is a fundamental pillar of medical
knowledge that bridges basic medical science knowledge
and clinical practice. However, integrated modern medi-
cal curricula have reduced the anatomy teaching content,
and cadaveric dissection is no longer conducted. Medical
graduates who lack anatomy knowledge are anticipated
to be inadequately equipped for safe clinical practice.
This study was aimed at exploring clinical year students’
experiences regarding their anatomy learning during the
preclinical phase in Malaysian medical schools. The
findings reflect how the students’ preclinical anatomy
training prepared them for their clinical years of study.

Methods: A qualitative phenomenology study using the
focus group discussion method was conducted on 30
final-year students from four public universities. Four
focus group discussion sessions were conducted, and
students’ responses were transcribed and converted to
electronic formats. The transcripts were analyzed
thematically with ATLAS.ti software.

Results: The first-cycle coding of the text analysis
generated 157 open codes based on the phrases used by
the participants. The subsequent coding cycle produced
16 axial codes—groups of open codes with similar fea-
tures. During the final coding cycle, the content and in-
terrelations between the axial codes were categorized into
six codes: (1) preclinical anatomy learning experience, (2)
anatomy content and teaching, (3) anatomy-related
competency, (4) the importance of anatomy knowledge
in clinical practice, (5) the importance of early exposure
to applied clinical anatomy, and (6) suggestions for future
anatomy education.

Conclusions: The six identified themes reflected students’
perceptions of their anatomy learning experience, the
challenges that they faced during their preclinical years,
and their opinions regarding the anatomy knowledge and
skills that are functionally relevant during the clinical
years. Their responses also echoed the need to improve
anatomy teaching and learning, thereby emphasizing the
importance of early clinical integration and application.

Keywords: Anatomy curriculum; Anatomy-related compe-
tency; Clinically applied anatomy; Cognitive competency;
Psychomotor competency; Undergraduate education
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Introduction

Anatomy is an important basic science subject that serves
as the foundation of medical knowledge. Given that anatomy
content underpins the concepts of body functions, patho-
logical conditions, diseases, physical examinations, and
clinical procedures,l’2 having adequate anatomy knowledge
is critical for medical graduates.3 Studies have shown that
anatomy courses have successfully promoted medical
students’ development of professional behaviors and
competencies pertinent to clinical practice.477 Furthermore,
the acquisition of core knowledge and skills related to
anatomy is crucial to ensure safe clinical practice, because
inadequate anatomy competency is associated with
medicolegal litigation.8710

Anatomy, the oldest medical subject, has substantially
evolved in terms of content, teaching methods, and learning
tools. In the modern medical curriculum, cadaveric dissec-
tion has become less feasible to teach in some medical
schools, because it is costly and time-consuming.] L2 With
advances in medical education research and practice, new
educational principles and teaching methods have been
introduced to meet needs in anatomy education, including
the use of horizontal and vertical integration of anatomy
syllabi”; use of problem-based, team-based, and case-
based learning,]4_l(’ use of interactive multimedia and
virtual reality simulations'’; and incorporation of active
learning pedagogies, such as body painting and interactive
lectures.'®!” All multimodal teaching methods in anatomy
have been argued to be are equally effective.”’ Indeed, the
unprecedented COVID-19 pandemic has disrupted normal
face-to-face teaching, which is crucial for the development of
psychomotor skills and affective learning in anatomy.m’22

In Malaysia, the anatomy curriculum in many universities
uses integrated, student-centered, and problem-based
learning (PBL).23 Students enrolled in Malaysian medical
schools complete a foundation course in science (e.g., A-
level, matriculation, and Malaysian Higher School
Certificate) and therefore have basic knowledge of science.
In general, anatomy is taught during the first two years (of
five or six year medical programs), and anatomy knowledge
is horizontally integrated with other preclinical subjects
(e.g., physiology, biochemistry, and pathology). In contrast,
vertical integration of anatomy knowledge is achieved
through PBL and clinical skills laboratory sessions:
preclinical students apply their anatomy knowledge during
PBL discussions and while performing procedures on
mannequins. Before the COVID-19 pandemic, anatomy in
Malaysian medical schools was taught primarily through
didactic or interactive lectures,”* 2 and practical sessions
using prosected cadaveric specimens and anatomy
models.”” In view of the integrated nature of the medical
curriculum and shortages of cadavers, most public medical
schools in Malaysia were unable to accommodate cadaveric
dissection as a teaching method in the undergraduate
anatomy syllabus. Instead, cadaveric dissection was
reserved mainly for demonstration purposes, clinical skills
workshops, and postgraduate training. Furthermore, the
use of digital anatomy software and applications has
markedly increased since the enforcement of remote
learning in the COVID-19 pandemic.’'*>?"*® Because of
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