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COLUMBIA UNIVERSITY LAUNCHES GRADUATE PROGRAM IN 
NARRATIVE MEDICINE

New Field Trains Clinicians to Listen to and Respond to Patients’ Stories

NEW YORK—Columbia University’s School of Continuing Education will launch a new Master of Science in Narrative Medicine in fall of 2009. Narrative medicine is an emerging clinical discipline that fortifies the practice of doctors, nurses, social workers, therapists, and other caregivers with the knowledge of how to interpret and respond to their patients’ stories. 
In embracing the revolutionary advances in health care technologies, our modern medical system has all but forgotten the critical importance of stories: stories of suffering, stories of healing, stories of the relationships that tie patients to their clinicians.  Not only does this failure affect the quality of patient care, but it contributes to an ailing health care system, with dissatisfaction and frustration felt by health care consumers and those who care for them.  Columbia University’s Program in Narrative Medicine was founded in 2000 as a response to this crisis in our medical system, and since then has become a national leader in this innovative and influential model of educating health professionals and caring for patients.   
The core curriculum of this innovative interdisciplinary Masters teaches narrative theory, skills of close reading, reflective writing, interpretation of illness narratives, and the philosophic underpinnings of developing empathic relationships between clinicians and patients. Through supervised teaching placements in hospital and clinic settings, candidates will develop pedagogic methods for teaching narrative skills and evaluating their effectiveness.  Each year specialized seminars focus on areas of narrative medicine research and practice, such as narrative genetics and narratives of living and caring at the end of life. The 38-credit degree also offers a choice of electives from other schools and departments at Columbia as well as a final project tailored to the career needs of individual students. The program can be completed in one year of full-time study or over two or more years of part-time study. 
Dr. Rita Charon, director and founder of the Program in Narrative Medicine, will teach in the graduate program.  “The Master of Science in Narrative Medicine is exactly what our field needs right now,” notes Dr. Charon.  “At a time when all news about health care is discouraging, this exciting event should give heart to sick people and those who care for them that patients can be heard, clinicians nourished, and deep health reached. We members of the core faculty can’t wait to meet our first class.”

“The mission of Columbia’s School of Continuing Education is to mount innovative programs that meet Columbia’s standard of excellence and take the best advantage of University resources,” says Peter Awn, Acting Dean of the School of Continuing Education. “This new program embodies that aspect of our mission as it adds a new dimension to the Program in Narrative Medicine at Columbia’s College of Physicians and Surgeons.”

The M.S. in Narrative Medicine is appropriate for health care professionals and trainees in many disciplines such as medicine, nursing, dentistry, social work, physical therapy, occupational therapy, psychoanalysis, and pastoral care. It is also valuable for scholars trained in literary studies, creative writing, oral history, anthropology, and other social science or humanities disciplines who study illness narratives or educate health professionals. The M.S. can be combined with other degree programs in medicine or other fields.

An information session for the M.S. in Narrative Medicine will be held on Tuesday, February 10, at 6:30 p.m., in the Satow Room at Lerner Hall on Columbia’s Morningside campus. To R.S.V.P. the information session or for more information, go to www.ce.columbia.edu/narrativemedicine, call 212-854-9699, or e-mail ce-info@columbia.edu.

