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Abstract

The School of Graduate Studies,
The Open University of Japan

Aya Kobayashi

Effects of Changes to Pharmacy Education

—Comparison of Japan’s 6-Year Course and the Former 4-Year Course—

Social demand for pharmacists is increasing due to changes in disease
structure, increasing sophistication of medical technology, and the super-
aging society of Japan. Since 1960, Article 1 of the Pharmacists Act has
established that pharmacists have a duty to contribute to the public’s medical
care from the perspective of pharmaceuticals. However, it was not until 1992
that pharmacists were recognized by law as “medical care professionals”. This
led to the transformation of pharmacy education from education centered on
basic science to education for medical professionals, and in 2006, pharmacist
education was divided into six-year pharmacy education courses and four-
year pharmaceutical research courses.

The purpose of this study was to investigate whether a six-year pharmacy
education course is more effective for professionals than the former four-year
course. To this end, we draw from the history of pharmacy education and
compare the former four-year course with the current six-year course
curriculum based on their evaluation by graduates and employers. The six-
year course was scrutinized against the six professional requirements (e.g.,
long hours of training, coping through skill, altruism) of the world-famous
Flexner Report (which has contributed greatly to improving the quality of
medical education), in addition to autonomy and national qualifications, for a
total of eight items. Our main research question was: “Was the transition to
a six-year curriculum effective in training pharmacists as professionals?”

In Section 1, we set sub-question 1: “Why was the perspective of training
pharmacists as professionals missing in the four-year course?” Pharmacy
education started in the Meiji period in medical schools, and the results
showed that with its strong element of academic research, it mainly trained

researchers, whereas pharmacy education (practitioner education) was



conducted in vocational schools. In the new system after World War II,
technical colleges that had been training pharmacists were upgraded to
universities, resulting in a situation in which traditional public universities
that had historically conducted academic research within the university
(researcher training) newly coexisted with private universities that trained
pharmacists (practitioner training). The separation of the four-year system of
pharmacy education and the six-year system of pharmacy education had a
clear demarcation of academic research (researcher training) and pharmacy
education (practitioner education). Private universities were mainly
responsible for pharmacy education in six-year courses, and the number of
newly established universities increased. Historically, pharmaceutical
education has been conducted with a focus on academic research at public
universities, and the establishment of pharmacy education for practitioners
has been delayed. However, pharmacists were given the status of “medical
care professionals”, which indicated the necessity of clinical education. The
six-year course likewise reaffirmed the importance of training pharmacists,
and institutional maturity was demonstrated through the study of humanism,
formulation of a model core curriculum for pharmacy education, evaluation
by the Pharmaceutical Common Achievement Test, and advancement of
practitioner education through long-term clinical practice.

In Section 2, we address sub-question 2: "How was the six-year curriculum
designed to train pharmacists as professionals?" The results showed that the
curriculum was changed as necessary to train pharmacists as professionals

nn

in human services, and "medical pharmacy practice at university," "pharmacy

'

training at the clinical sites," and "research activities" were strengthened.
The transition to a six-year course and the specific and structural
standardization of educational goals, content, and evaluation clearly
indicates the professional role of pharmacists as members of team medical
care. Presentation of the "basic qualities required of a pharmacist" enabled
students to visualize their future as a pharmacist, which increased
motivation to study. This adds to the effectiveness of the six-year course.

In Section 3, we explored sub-question 3: “How has the six-year curriculum
changed pharmacy education?” The results showed that the six-year course
included more learning content aimed at clinical pharmacists, and that the
model core curriculum standardized educational content to ensure the quality
of pharmacist education. Further, its emphasis on pharmacy training enabled
students to function as industry-ready professionals after graduation. The
increased opportunities to learn from patients in the pharmacy training led



to the acquisition of the defining characteristics of the profession (e.g., long
hours of training, coping through skill, altruism) compared to the former four-
year course. The quality of education for human services professionals was
ensured through the clarification of learning objectives and the
1mplementation of performance evaluations.

In Section 4, we studied sub-question 4: “What academic studies and
activities in the six-year curriculum do graduates consider to be effective in
training pharmacists?” A survey was conducted by publishing an online
questionnaire for the pharmacists who had graduated from both the former
four-year course and the six-year course. The questionnaire was closed after
two months, when the number of respondents reached 300 for each, totaling
600. Participants were asked whether their studies and activities at the time

nn

—“medical pharmacy practice at university," "pharmacy training at the
clinical sites," and "research activities"— were useful for their duties as
pharmacists. The differences between the two groups were analyzed by
logistic regression analysis using EZR. The male-to-female ratio of the
respondents was 4:6 for the six-year course and 6:4 for the former four-year
course. The ratio of pharmacies to hospitals was 7:3 for both groups. The
dependent variables in the logistic regression analysis were "medical

nn

pharmacy practice at university," "pharmacy training at the clinical sites,"

and "research activities," respectively, and the independent variables were

nn

"gender," "place of employment," and "yes/no" for whether the participant was
enrolled in the six-year course. Based on the odds ratios and ROC curves, the
results showed that the two groups differed in "pharmacy training at the
clinical sites." From this, it was inferred that "experiential learning" in
"pharmacy training at the clinical sites" was effective in fostering practical
skills in the workplace after graduation.

In Section 5, we set sub-question 5: “Why do graduates value the academic
studies and activities enabled by the six-year curriculum?” One-on-one online
interviews were conducted with 11 students: six from the former four-year
course and five from the six-year course. Modified Grounded Theory approach
(M-GTA) was used for analysis to extract concepts to help determine why
pharmacy training at the clinical sites differed between the two groups. From

2

what pharmacists said, the reasons were “training period,” “training system,”
“training guidance,” and “future image as a pharmacist.” During the long
training period, they had more opportunities to learn about patients’ views on
life and death and to prepare to become pharmacists. Since their instructors

could act as role models, they also developed the sense of responsibility of a



pharmacist, giving rise to autonomy in team medical care. Following Kolb’s
Experiential Learning Theory and Rave and Wenger’s theory of Legitimate
Peripheral Participation, it was assumed that the experience of learning team
medical care alongside medical professionals was an effective learning
opportunity as an entry to the profession.

In Section 6, we explore sub-question 6: “How does employers’ evaluation of
pharmacy education for the six-year curriculum compare to that for the
former four-year curriculum?’ An online survey was conducted using the
same method as described in Section 4, and the number of respondents was
69. Forty-six employers perceived a change in pharmacists who graduated
from the six-year course, and 33 perceived the change as positive. The reasons
were analyzed using KH Coder and words related to pharmacy training were
extracted. Thirteen respondents indicated that the change was negative,
citing the reason as the impact of massive deregulation due to the increase in
the number of pharmacy schools. Employers consider the experience of
“pharmacy training at the clinical sites” to enable them to utilize the
graduates as industry-ready professionals. It was suggested that they are
aware that graduates of the six-year course can be utilized as industry-ready
professionals, and the “pharmacy training at the clinical sites” in the six-year
course 1s positively evaluated as providing practical skills because the quality
of the training is assured by the Pharmaceutical Common Achievement Test.

In the concluding section, we address our larger research question, “Is the
transition to a six-year curriculum effective in training pharmacists as
professionals?” Pharmacist education (practitioner training) was found to
have three characteristics and advantages: (1) introduction of humanism and
participatory pharmacy training in the education for human services
professionals, (2) response to multidisciplinary team medical care, and (3)
acquisition of skills, judgment, and altruism during the training period,
which are requirements for the profession. However, it was found that the
private rate of return for pharmacists is lower than that of general four-year
college graduates, especially for males, due to the increase in the number of
new colleges and universities that are less difficult to enter. This is because
the ease of entrance increases costs related to obtaining a pharmacist license,
such as retaking a year or re-sitting the national examination, whereas
pharmacist income does not increase rapidly. However, pharmacists who
graduated from public universities have increased 30% to 60% as clinical
employment. The increase in the number of clinical pharmacists from

universities that are more difficult to enter will have a positive effect on the



planned professional development of the six-year course. In recent years, the
number of six-year courses at public universities has been increasing, so it is
assumed that the quality of medical care will improve. In addition, the
Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare (MHLW) is moving to restrict the
establishment of new pharmacology schools.

In conclusion, the transition to a six-year curriculum was effective in
educating students as professionals. The reasons for this are as follows. (1)
The six-year pharmacy education system was established separately to four-
year pharmacy education. This has expanded the field of pharmacy by
increasing the number of students through deregulation of university
admissions, clarified the educational content of curricula, and enabled the
training of high-quality pharmacists by enhancing educational content. (2)
The function of pharmacists in team medical care has been clarified. This was
done by presenting the ideal type of pharmacist through the Model Core
Curriculum for Pharmacy Education and ensuring its realization through
various examinations. (3) The skills of graduates as industry-ready
professionals were strengthened through enhanced pharmacy training. This
has led to the education of pharmacists in the human aspects by training
them as human services professionals, which was not a focus point in the
former four-year course.

The first task to be addressed in the future is that this study is a nine-year
reflection and the impact of the six-year pharmacist course may thus still be
small. Therefore, it is necessary to periodically reflect on the continually
changing six-year education system from both quantitative and qualitative
perspectives. It is also necessary to obtain a more detailed evaluation from
employers and to set up a new study to clarify this area in the future. The
second task, as a discussion of professionalism, is a comparative study of the
education of nurses as health care professionals, the majority of whom are
women. A third task may be to discuss occupational prestige. We will continue
to investigate these tasks in the future.
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