Interview

Space for
Research and
Teaching

Transnational, practical, interdisciplinary — the medical
degree programme at the European Medical School
Oldenburg-Groningen (EMS) is setting new standards.
The new Medical School also has great potential in the
field of medical research. Founded in 2012 and
bolstered by the success of the Cluster of Excellence
Hearing4all, a number of new professorships have
been added in the last few years. In an interview Dean
Hans Gerd Nothwang and Dean of Academic Affairs
Klaus P. Kohse talk about the progress made thus far
and future developments in teaching and research

How far on is the Oldenburg School
of Medicine today? How much pro-
gress has been made with its deve-
lopment?

Nothwang: Thefirststudentshave now
passed the second state examination,
all at the first attempt and many of
them with above average performan-
ces. This positive outcome was in evi-
denceacrossall cohorts,as the Charité’s
nationwide comparison “Progress Test
Medizin”shows. Asregards the further
development of the faculty, we have
appointed thirteen new colleagues in
theareaofclinical practiceand clinical
theory, five in healthcare research and
twointhenatural sciences. By theend
of 2019, we will establish as many as
fourteen more professorships.

The faculty’s original objective was
to rethink and redesign medical
education, adding a European di-
mension, Has this been achieved?
Kohse: We're certainly at too early a
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Klaus P. Kohse (left)and Hans Gerd Nothwang: A curriculum with a European dimension is still one of its kind.

stage to draw conclusions; afterall, the
first cohort in our programme is only
just completing its studies now. We
can, however, say that we have crea-
ted an innovative medical degree pro-
gramme, Together with our colleagues
in Croningen, we have established a
cross-border curriculum in which stu-
dents get to know both the German
and the Dutch healthcare systems. This
European dimension is so far unique.

As you said yourself, the Human
Medicine programmein Oldenburg
is seen as a pioneering model. What
makes it so special?

Kohse: The main distinctive featureis
theearlyinteraction with patients. The
very first course for medical students
in Oldenburgisaso called “Patienten-
kolleg” in which theyinteract withreal
patients. Another special feature is of
course the mandatory year of study at
theinternationally renowned Univer-
sity Medical Center Groningen. Outpa-

tient care also plays a major role in our
training programme. From the outset,
internships at one of the University’s
more than 120 cooperating doctors’
offices are part of the programme.

“We have created an
innovative medical degree

programme.”
Klaus P. Kohse

The government of Lower Saxony is
planning to considerably increase
the number of students on the
course; there’s talk of 200 instead
of goperyear. What challengesdoes
this pose for a study programme
thathasbeen “small and select” un-
tilnow?

Kohse: We plan to remain select - but
that doesn’t mean we have to remain
small. It doesn’t make economic sense
either. One of the most urgent tasks
willbe to improve the amount of space

we have at the University. We’ll also
need additional teaching capacities.
Nothwang: And naturally we’ll need
to expand our cooperation with Gro-
ningen. Our intermediate goal is to
increase the number of students who
complete part of their medical stu-
dies in the Netherlands to up to 8o
per year.

Thehopeis that Oldenberg’s School
of Medicine will improve medical
care in the region - the familiar
phrase here being the shortage of
doctors in rural areas. Is this going
tohappen?

Kohse: In my view, the Oldenburg
School of Medicine can make an im-
portant contribution here - although
naturally the overall quality of the lo-
cation is the main criterion for kee-
pingyoung doctorsin theregion. With
our programme, students get a good
insight into outpatient care at a very
early stage of their career in the coope-
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rating doctors’ offices, and also into
general medical practiceinarural area.
This will no doubt prompt a number of
themtoremainintheregionasgeneral
practitioners.

The German Council of Science and
Humanities’ decision to establish
a medical school in Oldenburg was
also based on the prospect of buil-
ding on the excellent research con-
ductedhere,Whatisthesituationin
theseareas?

Nothwang: At the time the neurosen-
sory science research, with its close
ties to medicine, was a strong argu-
ment for setting up a medical faculty
here.Inthisareawehad already proven
that top-level research in the field of

Prof. Dr.Hans Gerd Nothwang

Hans Gerd Nothwang has been Professor of Neurogenetics at the University since
2007. He built up the Neurogenetics research group and from 2014 to 2016 he was the
founding director of the Department of Neuroscience. In 2018 Nothwang was appoin-
ted Dean of the School of Medicine after having played a key role inits development as
a founding member, member of the Faculty Council, Vice Dean for Groningen Affairs

and Structure and as Acting Dean.

medicine was being conducted in Ol-
denburg. And this research excellence
continues: in 2018 our Cluster of Ex-
cellence Hearinggall was once again
approved for funding; the Cluster has
already developed key building blocks
forimproving diagnostics, hearing sys-
tems and assistive technologies. Our
DFG Research Training Group “Mole-
cular Basis of Sensory Biology” hasalso
entered its second funding phase after
receiving anoutstandingrating. Anew
addition and another major success
is the Collaborative Research Centre
“Hearing Acoustics”, which started
its activities in July, is to receive just
under nine million euros in funding
and offers research perspectives for the
next12years.
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At the University's Clinical Training Centre medical students can practice proceduresina
protected environment. For general check-ups students adopt the role of patient themselves.

Unlike the neurosensory science
and hearing research, the health
services research has had to start
from scratch. What are the focus
pointsin thisarea?

Nothwang: Our health services re-
search is making very good progress,
mostly thanks to the newly appointed
colleagues. We now have Germany’s
sole Professorship of Organizational
Health Services Research and we will
continue to systematically develop
the spectrum of professorships in this
area in the future. Key topics will be
the health and care of older people,
emergency and intensive care me-
dicine, prevention, rehabilitation and
after-care. We also want to make the
most of the opportunities offered by
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Prof. Dr.Dr.Klaus P. Kohse

Klaus P. Kohse has been the Director of the Institute for Laboratory Diagnostics and
Microbiology at the Klinikum Oldenburg since 1992 and Professor of Clinical Chemistry
and Pathochemistry at the medical faculty since 2013. Since 2016 Kohse, who studied
medicine and chemistry, has also held the post of Dean of Academic Affairs. He has made
avaluable contribution to the advancement of the European Medical School for several
years and continues to do so in the teaching of biochemistry and laboratory medicine.

our close cooperation with our Dutch
partners - and in particular with the
newly founded Aletta Jacobs School of
Public Health in Groningen. This gives
us the unique possibility to compare
twoworld-leading healthcare systems
which are nonetheless very different
in key structural aspects, and to gain
important insights from this analysis.

The clinical research activities are
also being expanded. What are the
focuseshere?

Nothwang: We have defined four
areas with huge potential for future
research. One is the immunology of
chronic diseases - we want to study
the biological and biochemical foun-
dations of the body’s defence mecha-
nismsagainst the pathogens thatlead
to chronic conditions. A second area of
potentialisoncology, with an emphasis
on innovative diagnostics and thera-
py. Several of our university clinics are
highly specialized in cancer medicine.
In the third focus area we are studying
rarediseases: thisincludes genetically
determined neurosensory disorders
such asblindness or deafness,and also
certain allergies. The fourth area con-
centrates on IT-based mobile health
applications that for example aim to
provide access to screening, self-dia-
gnosis or recommendations for dia-
gnostic and therapeutic measures via
smartphones.

The University of Oldenburg has a
tradition of implementing inter-
disciplinarity, Whatpotentialdoyou
see for this at the School of Medi-
cine?

Nothwang: The potentialisenormous.
An excellent interlocking of clinical
and basic research is currently develo-
pingwithin our faculty. Thiswillenable

ustoincreasingly pursue translational
research strategies in the future, orin
other words to efficiently translate
basic research findings into potential
clinical applications - taking them
from the lab to the patient’s bed, so to
speak.Individualfieldssuchasinternal
medicine or neurology havelong since
ceased to be regarded in isolation. The
keyword here is integrative medicine.
The treatment of complex diseases
with multiple symptoms and various
underlying pathologies requires an
interdisciplinary approach.

"Oldenburg’s School of
Medicine is growing and
needs more space for

research and teaching.”
Hans Gerd Nothwang

Early career scientists are also es-
sential for a faculty. In Oldenburg
they are already participating in
OLTECH - the Graduate School Sci-
ence, Medicine and Technology. Are
there also cross-border initiatives
here?

Nothwang: Yes, in 2018 together with
Croningen we set up the Joint Gradu-
ate Research Training Group “Trans-
lational Research: From Pathological
Mechanisms to Therapy”. In seven
projects in total, one faculty mem-
ber from Oldenburg and another one
from Croningen jointly supervise a
PhD candidate. These candidates do
research at both locations and in the
end earn a “joint PhD degree”. This
gives our early career scientists ex-
cellent opportunities to benefit from
the complementary courses of a large
medical school.

Kohse: And besides that, the study

programme itself offers a fine basis
for doctoral studies and research.
We pursue a research-based teach-
ing approach - our longitudinal re-
search curriculum. Students learn
right from the start how to conduct
research independently and how to
write scientific papers and take a cri-
tical approach to other publications.
In the fifth year of their studies, they
must write their own research paper,
comparable with the Master’s thesis
in Groningen.

Whatgoalsdoyouwanttosetforthe
future?
Nothwang: We need to continue the
consolidation process. In addition to
appointing new colleagues as profes-
sors, this primarily involves creating
the necessary infrastructure. Olden-
burg’s School of Medicine is growing
and needs more space for research
and teaching, and the corresponding
equipment. As dean, I will also work
to ensure that our faculty makes even
more effective use of the unique poten-
tial offered by the interaction between
medicine, health servicesresearch and
the natural sciences. I also consider it
vital to give early career researchers
the best possible support. And in the
area of clinical practice, where patient
care is naturally the main priority, we
want to create more space for research
and teaching.
Kohse: And naturally we will also fur-
ther expand and develop our Human
Medicine programme. We want to
maintain the excellent reputation we
have acquired with our curriculum
in the last few years. Even when the
number of students quadruples as en-
visaged over the next few years.
Interview: Volker Sandmann,
Petra Wilts
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