Harvard Medical School Votes to Embed Climate Change in Its Curriculum
by Zeina Mohammed
Jan. 20, 2023 (abridged) – Intense temperatures can cause hypothermia or heat stroke, particularly among elderly and homeless people, while survivors of extreme weather events such as a cataclysmic hurricane can experience high levels of anxiety and post-traumatic stress disorder, according to research from the CDC.  And, the National Institutes of Health found that changes in air and water temperatures can increase bacteria, parasites, and chemical contaminants in food, according the National Institutes of Health....
One curricular change teaches Harvard medical students the effects of extreme weather on organs.  The student group suggested that, when instructors teach about the kidney, they briefly cover a chronic kidney disease called Mesoamerican Nephropathy that is prevalent among young, agricultural workers, primarily in Central America.  NIH research found it may be linked to “recurrent dehydration” in hot climates.
“We thought it was an opportunity to really highlight a number of different ways that the climate crisis impacts communities,” Kline said.  “There’s a clear link between extreme heat, agricultural practices, and this chronic kidney disease in these low- and middle-income countries.”
….  Dr. Gaurab Basu, the new climate and health curriculum theme director at Harvard Medical School, said understanding how the climate crisis will have an impact on patients is crucial for the coming generations of physicians, especially as the threat to human health continues to grow.
As extreme heat becomes more common, for example, it can increase the risk of strokes and heart attacks, and exacerbate underlying health conditions such as diabetes and asthma, according to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.
Massachusetts has already seen a 3.5°F increase in average temperatures since the beginning of the 20th century and the summers will only get increasingly hotter, according to a study by the City of Boston.  Researchers found that the number of days per year that reach over 90°F in Boston could increase from 22 in 2015 to up to 40 by 2030.
Harvard joins other medical schools that have incorporated climate education, largely inspired by student advocacy.  A 2022 study by the Association of American Medical Colleges found the % of medical schools covering the health effects of climate change doubled over the past 3 years, to 55% in 2022 from 27% in 2019.  Researchers credited student activism as one of the driving forces for this drastic change.
“I really commend students for leading the charge here and across the country,” said Basu, who is also co-director of the Cambridge Health Alliance’s Center for Health Equity Education.
As calls to include climate change in medical curriculums grow, so do the resources available to schools interested in making changes.  Last year, trainees and faculty at several US universities launched the Climate Resources for Health Education, a free, digital resource bank to help guide the incorporation of climate change into medical curriculums….
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