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A Review of Undergraduate Medical Ethics Education
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Abstract

This study investigates the current state of undergraduate medical ethics education across medical,
dental, and nursing schools in South Korea. Drawing on a comprehensive review of curricula and
selected syllabi from 40 medical schools, 11 dental schools, and 113 nursing institutions, we analyzed
course offerings, credit hours, instructor affiliations, and educational content. The findings reveal a
significant quantitative expansion in ethics education since the 2000s, with nearly all medical schools
and a majority of dental and nursing schools offering relevant ethics courses. However, significant
disparities persist in curricular integration, thematic depth, and instructional quality. All three
types of institutions show relatively systematic development, shaped by accreditation standards and
academic leadership. However, medical schools have not yet established clear directions for achieving
substantive educational goals; dental schools exhibit considerable variation in course content across
institutions; and nursing schools still lack fully developed curricula that connect ethics to clinical
practice. This study underscores the need for clearer educational goals, stronger faculty collaboration,
and pedagogical innovation to foster ethical competence across disciplines. These findings provide
a foundational reference for future curricular improvement and policy development in healthcare
ethics education.

Keywords: ethics, medical; education, medical, undergraduate; schools, medical; schools, dental;
schools, nursing; curriculum
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Table 1. Number of medical ethics courses and credit hours in undergraduate medical schools

Number of courses N %
4 3 8.1
3 9 24.3
2 13 351
1 12 324
Total 37 100.0
Credit hours N %
1-1.5 9 243
2-2.5 6 16.2
3-3.5 1 29.7
4 3 8.1
5 6 16.2
8< 2 54
Total 37 100.0
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Table 2. Grade-level distribution and timing of medical ethics courses in undergraduate medical schools

Grade-level distribution N %
Only premed 1 2.7
Premed-med 1" 29.7
Only med 25 67.6
Total schools 37 100.0
Timing N %
1st year (pre-med) 3 4.0
2nd year (pre-med) 9 1.8
1st year (med) 18 237
2nd year (med) 16 211
3rd year (med) 12 15.8
4th year (ed) 8 11.8
Total courses 76 100.0
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Table 3. Departmental affiliation of instructors responsible for medical ethics courses in undergraduate medical
schools

Affiliation of instructors N %
Medical Humanities Departments” 22 29.0
Medical Education Departments? 10 13.2
Subtotal 32 421
Clinical Medicine Departments 24 31.6
Basic Medicine Departments 8 10.5
N/A 12 15.8
Total 76 100.0

" Including ethics department.
? Excluding departments with the name of medical humanities.
N/A: not applicable.
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Figure 1. Distribution of educational topics in medical ethics courses in selected undergraduate
medical schools.
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Table 4. Number of dental ethics courses and credit hours in undergraduate dental schools

Number of courses N %
2 4 40.0
1 5 50.0
Not opened 1 10.0
Total 10 100.0
Credit (major requirement) N %
2 2 20.0
1 6 60.0
Not opened 2 20.0
Total 10 100.0
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Table 5. Content of dental ethics education in selected undergraduate dental schools

A University B University C University D University
Professionalism O

Ethical principles / normative
ethics 0 0 0

Social responsibility O
Ethical decision-making O

Patients’ rights and
responsibilities

Informed consent

Patient confidentiality
Medical malpractice
Conflict of interest
Research ethics

Issues among colleagues

Business ethics and
overtreatment

Qualifications, rights, and
duties of healthcare o}
professionals

Medical law (0] (0]

Medical advertising and
patient solicitation
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Table 6. Credit hours, course timing, and core requirement status of nursing ethics courses in undergraduate
nursing schools

Credit hours N %
4 2 1.8
2 53 46.9
1 25 221
3 6 53
15 1 0.9
Credit hours information not available 4 3.5
Subtotal 91 80.5
N/A 7 6.6
Not opened 15 14.2
Total schools 113 100.0
Timing N %
1* year 25 25.8
2" year 28 28.9
3" year 10 10.3
4" year 31 32.0
Timing information not available 3 3.1
Total courses 97 100.0
Course requirements N %
Maijor requirement 51 52.6
Maijor foundation 10 10.3
Major elective 20 20.6
Other 8 8.2
Major classification not available 8 8.2
Total courses 97 100.0

N/A: not applicable.
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Table 7. Titles of nursing ethics courses offered by undergraduate nursing education institutions

Titles of nursing ethics courses N %
Nursing ethics 21 21.6
Bioethics 10 10.3
Academic nursing ethics 6 6.2
Nursing professionalism and ethics 5 52
Nursing ethics seminar 4 4.1
Nursing ethics and law 3 31
Nursing ethics and professional values 3 31
Introduction to nursing and ethics 3 31

Human bioethics (2), bioethics and nursing (2), human beings and ethics (2), understanding bioethics (2),
nursing ethics and professional (2).



Table 8. Topics covered in nursing ethics education in undergraduate nursing schools

Topics

N
Ethical decision-making 8
Ethical theories 7
Codes of ethics 6
End-of-life care, death, and dignity 6
Birth and abortion 4
Brain death and organ transplantation 4

Interprofessional relationships 4

Ethical principles (3), consent forms, duty to explain, surrogacy, autonomy (3), research ethics (3), peer
relationships (3), professional duties (3), issues related to women and children (2), emergency/critical care
and psychiatric nursing (2), health law (2), nursing malpractice (2).
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