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Preface

In the United States, physician leaders often speak of 6 levels of clinical
excellence. These levels include the novice, the advanced beginner, the competent
physician, the proficient physician, the expert physician, and the Master Physician.
One of the critical differences between physicians at the various levels of clinical
excellence is their clinical reasoning and decision-making abilities. This includes their
ability to organize a “blizzard” of data in such a way that they are able to arrive at a
differential diagnosis of the illness presented by the patient.

Along this journey to excellence, each physician develops his own style of
reasoning, and based upon his experiences, develops unique patterns of recognizing
diseases. In addition, each physician is increasingly able to judge where in the natural
history of a disease process, the patient with the illness is located. When one has the
privilege and pleasure of watching a “Master Physician” at work, it is always a
delightfully illuminating and inspiring experience.

Given the importance of clinical reasoning and decision-making to all physicians,
the Global Minimum Essential Requirement (GMER) project devoted one of its seven
domains to “Critical Thinking and Research” (Medical Teacher 24: 130—135, 2002).
Hence, a volume such as this, which defines the elements of clinical reasoning and
decision-making, could not be more timely and important. This, coupled with the fact
that clinicians from the different specialties of medicine are known to reason differently,
makes it doubly important that a volume addressing this topic includes the perspectives
of the major disciplines of medicine. This volume attempts to provide the reader with
these perspectives by having authors from the major specialties of medicine share their
views and experiences on this topic.

As one reads this volume, many unanswered questions may arrive. Among these

are the following:

*  How does a teacher impart the elements of clinical reasoning and decision-
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making to the beginning medical student and how does one continue to advance one’s
own skills toward the Master Physician level?

* Is the process of clinical reasoning and decision-making the same as the
scientific method, i. e. , are they different names for the same problem solving abilities?
If they are different, is there significant overlap between the two?

*  Are people born with different abilities to reason and if so, does medical
education merely broaden and refine these innate abilities? Or, can one be taught from

“ground zero” how to reason and hence, how to become a Master Physician?

While the complete answers to these questions remain elusive, this volume not
only provides rich insights into the questions and possible answers, but also beckons its
readers to join in the search for the complete answers. In the process, the readers, be
they novices or located somewhere on the journey to the Master Physician, should gain
new ideas that they can apply to their own quest for clinical excellence. As such, this

volume should be read by all physicians.

M. Roy Schwarz, M. D.
Former President of the
China Medical Board of New York
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