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ABSTRACT
Though SARS-CoV-2 is a novel virus, the concept of life-altering pandemics is not. This
presentation discusses ethical issues with medical student participation in delivery of
care during a global pandemic, and urges that medical students should continue to be
an integral part of the healthcare team, allowing for development of the knowledge
and skills necessary to progress through their medical education.
Medical students have historically been on the front lines of medicine during previous
pandemics, and COVID-19 is no different. Students are an integral part of the healthcare
team and their removal would disrupt workflow and patient care. Additionally,
withdrawing students from clinical experience in the name of their protection vastly
hinders their education and professional development. There is already a physician
shortage, and there is a reasonable risk that the number of physicians will be further
reduced due to burnout, illness, or death from the COVID-19 pandemic. Ultimately,
restricting student education could prevent the entry of new physicians in later years
when the physician shortage may be even more severe.
Critics argue that pulling from a pool of medical students during a pandemic results
in patients receiving a lower quality of care compared to trained professionals.
Additionally, many students argue that they should not be required to work in COVID-19
wards while paying tuition and not receiving the same hazard pay or other benefits
offered to health professionals. They argue the risks outweigh their obligations.
Students will not be able to continue to learn if they are not willing to expose themselves
to risks inherent in medicine. Though they should not be required to treat COVID-19
positive patients, they must fulfill their role as members of the health care team for the
public good. It is vital that medical students—who started their career in medicine out
of a desire to help others—be willing to accept some personal risk in order to provide
care to their community and prevent future physician shortages.
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