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Introduction  

n
he introduction of an MSc in Science 
Communication at Manchester Metropo -

litan University, UK, provided the opportunity 
to co-develop and co-deliver a Medical Writing 
module with representatives from a range of 
MedComms companies. This mod ule was 
included as an option within the MSc 
programme. Student feedback was good, and 
most of the students who took the module gained 
employment within the industry. The develop -
ment pro cess, content, delivery, assessment, 
evaluation, and the future of the module are 
addressed in this article.  

In a jobs-focused university environment,  
it is important that students learn not only the 

appropriate skills but also the relevant knowledge 
of potential employers.1 For students of the 
biomedical sciences, obvious post-graduation 
routes include the professionally accredited 
biomedical science routes for teaching, research, 
and laboratory-focused work within academia 
and the pharmaceutical, food, environmental, 
and other industries.2 However, the world of 
medical communications (MedComms) is far 
from the typical science graduate 
experience.  

As university academics, we 
were aware of MedComms 
professions primarily through 
employment of our past PhD 
students. We noted how these 
students brought their science 
literacy, knowledge, expertise, and 
skills to a career beyond the 
laboratory. We felt that we, in turn, 
should bring this important employment oppor -
tunity to a wider student audience.  

Increasing numbers of uni versities are 
offering master’s courses in Science Communi -
cation.3 Each of these tends to focus on the 
specialist expertise offered by the host university, 
thus it is important to be able to market an 
“angle” to attract applicants to a given course.  

At Manchester Metropolitan University 
(MMU), in addition to an active team delivering 
events and activities designed to enhance public 
understanding of science, a healthy research-

focused publication output on science com -
munication is evident.4–6 Cross-disciplinary 
collaboration between the humanities and the 
sciences is also well-established, 7–10  enabling the 
development of an Art and Science module 
within a new MSc in Science Communication. 
The Department of Life Sciences within the 
Faculty of Science and Engineering has a large 
and very well-respected Biomedical Science 

research and teaching (under -
graduate and postgraduate) 
portfolio, which facilitated the 
dev elopment of a unique Medical 
Writing module. Thus, a new MSc 
in Science Communication was 
devised, incorporating these 
particular areas of expertise along -
side more fundamental aspects of 
the discipline. 

This paper describes how we 
brought together our higher education expertise 
with the expertise of the MedComms profession 
to develop and deliver a postgraduate module in 
Medical Writing. This module was part of the 
MSc in Science Communication, but it was also 
offered as a standalone module for interested 
individuals. 
 
Course approval 
To deliver a new university course, the staff 
proposing it are required to demonstrate a 
need/demand (thus attracting students and 
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securing funding) and the availability of 
appropriate expertise and staff time for delivery, 
preferably accompanied by letters of support 
from various stakeholders. In developing the 
MSc, the Science Communications team at 
MMU used a student intern to conduct some 
market research on likely recruitment, which 
highlighted the proposed module in Medical 
Writing as one of the unique selling points for 
such a course. The course proposal was approved 
though the formal university procedure, and 
development went ahead. 

The MSc was designed to be delivered over 
12 months full-time (or 24 months part-time) 
and consisted of four 30-credit modules and one 
60-credit module (Figure 1). Students were given 
the option of picking one module from either 
Science Journalism, Medical Writing, or SciArt, 
depending on the area they wished to specialise 

in. The Medical Writing module is the focus of 
this paper.  

 
Module development 
It was essential that the MedComms community 
both supported the module and could provide 
input into it, so a network was assembled – 
initially via contact with ex-students and other 
colleagues working in the area, thence to the 
European Medical Writers Association (EMWA), 
the International Society for Medical Publication 
Professionals (ISMPP), and Network Pharma.  
A presentation was given at the EMWA meeting 
in 2016 to raise awareness of the course and 
module, followed by a call from Network 
Pharma. It is fortunate that the Northwest of 
England is home to a large number of pharma 
companies, but it is also fantastic how many 
companies and individuals from other regions of 

the country became such committed collabo -
rators in this new venture. (Several contacts 
provided letters of support for submission to the 
course approval committee, and while some 
reservations were expressed regarding the 
academic level of the course – recruitment tends 
to be at PhD level rather than master’s level – all 
were willing to explore the option.) 

Ultimately, 19 representatives from 18 
different companies became the industrial liaison 
team, alongside the four university academics 
(and authors of this paper) who formed the 
course management team. After initial contact 
had been made, the industrial partners were 
provided with the course objectives, learning 
outcomes, assessments, and indicative content of 
the Medical Writing module that had been used 
to obtain preliminary course approval (Figure 2). 
They were asked to help develop these with more 

Figure 1. The modules for the MSc Science Communication course 
The three blue modules were each worth 30 credits, and the yellow module (“Live Projects”) was worth 60 credits. Students then 
chose one 30-credit green module (Science Journalism, Medical Writing, or SciArt). Practical Science Communication and a 
“green” module were delivered in Term 1; Science Communication as an Academic Discipline and Science and Society were 
delivered in Term 2; the live project took place during the remainder of the academic year.
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MedComms Conferencea  

(open attendance) 

 

The World of Medical Writing 

 

 

 

 

Preparation for Assignments 

  

 

 

Clinical Development Process I 

 

 

 

Digital Comms 

 

 

Clinical Development Process II 

 

 

 

Clinical Development Activity 

 

Writing Good English 

 

 

 

Writing for Different Audiences 

 

 

Core Medical Writing Skills I 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Craft of Copywriting 

 

 

Core Medical Writing Skills II: 

Information retrieval and 

management 

 

Assignment one workshop 

 

Statistics and Presentation of 

Data I 

 

Statistics and Presentation of 

Data II 

 

Indicative content 
 
 
 
 
Brief overview of medical communications from industrial partners, outlining some of  

the different routes through the profession, commercial considerations, and giving an 

overview of desirable employee attributes. Consideration will be given to how to manage  

a project from initiation to final sign-off. 

 

Assignment requirements and recommendations will be outlined. 

Introductions via a personal statement, and as a beginning to CV/portfolio development.  

This written work will also be collected in and edited if appropriate. Editing exercise. 

 

An overview of the clinical development process – including pre-clinical stages – as 

underpinning information to support understanding of the profession. 

Pharmacokinetics refresher. 

 

Digital communications.  

Online publishing. LinkedIn, Twitter, etc. Portfolio/reflective diaries. 

 

Outline of overall process, with illustrative examples.  

Marketing access (pricing, reimbursement), as well as marketing approval,  

and phase 4 post-marketing, pharmacovigilance, and real-world observational studies. 

 

Activities illustrating clinical development process. 

 

The value of writing well, and the principles of basic English and grammar (University 

Language Centre). Consideration as to how all interactions with others contribute to an 

impression of professionalism (emails, webex, telephone). 

 

The different ways in which English might be used to communicate information around 

medical research (social media, press, narrative) to a range of different audiences.  

 

The conventions of scientific writing, and how to read, abstract, and present scientific/ 

technical information in writing. The session will include reference management, abstracting 

information, writing abstracts, working to time constraints. Introduction to typical 

expectations of a project brief and subsequent outputs, and the role in setting standards of 

relevant professional groups such as ISMPP, EMWA. Guidelines for manuscript preparation, 

and reporting of different types of clinical data as provided by the EQUATOR network.  

Good publication practice guidelines (GPP) and reporting guidelines (e.g., CONSORT). 

 

In this externally led session, tips, tricks, and exercises to hone your writing skills and  

make your copy compelling and irresistible to read will be given. 

 

The range of information resources available, including core medical writing resources – 

journals, papers, website, databases, textbooks (with University Library) 

 

 

 

 

A refresher on the basic statistical analyses used in clinical research, to help  

understanding and interpretation of results.  

 

How best to present information derived from clinical data, including digital channels, 

PowerPoint, Prezi, Keynote, tables, infographics, etc. 
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Indicative content 
 

Bringing previous topics together with examples and exercises. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The context within which the profession operates, including the need to focus on  

good publication practice, adverse event reporting, copyright infringement,  

plagiarism, data protection, etc. as well as business ethics, professionalism, and 

responsibility. Regulatory bodies/guidelines such as EFPIA, ABPI, ICMJE, GPP3, 

Sunshine Act, EQUATOR Network. 

 

Different case studies which raise issues around constraints and compliance  

(e.g., authorship, disclosure, copyright, plagiarism, ethics, code of conduct) will be 

provided for consideration and discussion. 

 

A different look at how audiences perceive and understand modes of communication. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Introduction to relevant hot topics by healthcare science researchers at the  

University, and consideration as to how information around these topics can be 

converted into appropriate resources, for different audiences such as specialists, 

healthcare providers, internal pharma, patients, etc.  

A request for proposals (RFP) will be provided for students to present during  

Thursday’s session, with a Q&A session to help clarify the RFP. 

 

Students make a pitch, with up to five slides (or no slides) in a “Dragons Den” format  

on the basis of Tuesday’s RFP 

 

 

 

Writing test, CV surgery, careers overview, Q&A 

 
Table 1. The structure and indicative content of the Medical Writing module within the MSc Science Communication at 
Manchester Metropolitan University 
Week numbers 1–12 are designated L=Lecture or S=Seminar. A range of student-centred activities took place throughout the lecture and seminar slots.  
a The conference/event was organised by Network Pharma and hosted by the University of Manchester.  

b A member of the academic staff (A) was in attendance at all sessions. Joint delivery (A/I) is specified. Other sessions were led/delivered by representatives from Industry (I).  

Abbreviations: ISMPP, International Society for Medical Publication Professionals; EFPIA, European Federation of Pharmaceutical Industries and Associations; ABPI, Association of the British 

Pharamceutical Industry; ICMJE, International Committee of Medical Journal Editors; GPP3, Good Publication Practice 3; EQUATOR, Enhancing the QUALity and Transparency of health Research. 

 

detailed suggestions regarding content. This 
preliminary information and feedback were used 
during an “awayday” where the module structure 
was built. At this developmental meeting, 
participants were informed as follows:  

“At this meeting, we will outline the 
overall course aims, content, and learning 
objectives so that you will be able to see 

the context in which the Medical Writing 
route will operate. For the Medical 
Writing module, we will consider content, 
delivery methods, formative, and summa -
tive assessments. There will also be 
opportunity to consolidate the relation -
ship between this module and the live 
project.” 

The format of the day comprised morning 
and afternoon breakout sessions followed by 
pooling of ideas and iterative construction of the 
module in terms of content, sequence, student 
activity, and assessment. Information that 
industrial partners provided prior to the awayday 
proved particularly useful to the academic staff in 
terms of the wide-ranging scope of desirable and 
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essential skills required. 
Free and open discussion enabled the 

development of a module with which all parti -
cipants were satisfied – one that was sufficiently 
rigorous for master’s level, had assessments 
appropriate to module aims, and encompassed a 
broad overview of the MedComms industry and 
the scientific writing and presentation skills 
necessary. A summary of the discussion and the 
module structure was circulated for comment. 
This was then refined over a couple of months so 
that the module was deemed satisfactory by all 
participants and was ready for delivery (Table 1). 

Representatives from different companies took 
ownership for different sessions (often com -
panies shared delivery). Indeed, several of the 
awayday participants noted how enjoyable it was 
to work with colleagues from other companies. 
Additional benefits were the collaboration with 
university academics and the opportunity to 
formally become “Associate Lecturers”.  
 
Module delivery and evaluation 
The course was advertised through the usual 
university postgraduate portfolio (including a 
video) and at recruitment open days. Advertise -

ments were also circulated via Network Pharma. 
The first cohort on the Medical Writing module 
comprised four students, of which one was taking 
the course part-time, and another (PhD student) 
was taking the module as a free-standing unit. 
The remainder were recent graduates. The 
second cohort comprised seven students (more 
students registered for the MSc overall for both 
cohorts, but numbers were low overall; the 
Science and Art module option was selected by 
all other students).  

The Medical Writing module was delivered 
over one semester (12 weeks) for five hours per 

This module will introduce you to medical 
writing as a profession and provide you with the 
skills and knowledge that are necessary for a 
career within a medical communications 
provider/agency – as well as for a range of other 
professions requiring excellent communication 
skills. 
 
The curriculum will cover: 
l The interpretation of clinical data and the 

critical analysis of publications containing 
such data 

l An overview of the industry and profession 
l The legal framework within which the 

industry operates 

l An overview of the different audiences 
towards which medical communications are 
aimed 

l Effective, accurate, and grammatically 
correct writing of scientific/medical content 
to a brief, aimed at scientifically literate 
audiences encompassing journal publi -
cation, con fer ences, print publications, 
digital publication, video, and audio content. 

 
This module has been designed in conjunction 
with a number of medical communications 
companies, meaning that upon graduation 
students that have elected to study this module 
will be extremely well placed in terms of 

employment prospects in medical communi -
cations.  
 
Learning outcomes 
On successful completion of this module, you 
will be able to: 
1. Assess the scientific importance of clinical 

research outputs with reference to the 
effectiveness of pharmaceutical products; 

2. Distinguish between the needs and require -
ments of different audiences and delivery 
platforms/methods when writing medical 
communications; 

3. Compose a piece of evaluative medical 
writing, written to a brief.

Figure 2. An extract from the student handbook, providing an overview of the Medical Writing module

Module description

 
(ASSIGNMENT 1):  

 
Report on clinical paper (30% of total assessment mark) 
You will be given more detailed instructions at the beginning of  
the course. 

You must critically analyse the scientific content within a journal 
publication containing clinical data relating to the development of a 
pharmaceutical product. This might be suggested to you by a tutor, or 
an industrial partner, or you might identify your own publication (and 
seek tutor agreement for appropriateness). From this, you will produce 
a report detailing: 
l An overview of the therapeutic area 
l A consideration of existing drugs used in this therapeutic area 
l An analysis of the drug under development, including a 

consideration of the evidence for its efficacy 
l The therapy area, the range of drugs already on the market, and the 

product that the data are supporting 
l An analysis of the scientific evidence. 
 

(ASSIGNMENT 2):  
 
Portfolio (70% of total assessment mark) 
You will be given more detailed instructions at the beginning of  
the course. 

Create a portfolio of medical communi cations/writing that has 
been constructed to a brief, based on a clinical research paper regarding 
a pharmaceutical product. You will be expected to: 

   l    Critically analyse the publication 
   l    Reconstruct the data into one or more elements of communication 

for a range of target audiences, e.g. clinicians, nurses, patients etc. 
   l    Discuss your approach to different styles of writing for each of the 

elements and target audiences 
   l    Ensure that all elements produced meet the legal and ethical 

framework within which UK medical writing must comply. 
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week (three hours of lecture-based sessions and 
workshops on a Tuesday, and two hours of semi -
nar-focused interactive sessions on a Thursday). 

Every session was attended by a member of 
the academic staff. (The first cohort was attended 
by author Joanna Verran; the second cohort by 
author James Pritchett) to provide continuity and 
to observe and learn further about the profession. 
Communication within the industrial liaison 
team was regular and frequent.  

Student attendance was excellent; it seemed 
evident to the students that such an intensive 
module required commitment. 
Industrial partners who delivered 
sessions noted that student 
participation was initially poor – 
there seemed to be some reticence 
to join discussion in a small group 
– but this improved as the module 
progressed and students gained 
confidence. There was also 
interesting crossover for some 
companies as they learned more 
about the course overall. For 
example, the SciArt module 
exhibition show cased students with overt artistic 
talents that enabled additional collaboration11 

(see e.g. Figure 3). 
Summative assessments were supported 

throughout the module by formative assessments 
and other exercises. Tutorials and workshops also 
provided support for assignments. A particular 
success of the module was the work placement 
week, for which students were required to 
research the partner companies, select two where 
they wanted to work, and write an application 

letter. This was fairly intensive work for the 
academic placement tutor (and would have been 
very significant with a larger student cohort).  
A particularly (intentionally) stressful session 
was the “responding to a brief ” event, where 
students had to translate research presentations 
from university researchers into pitches for drug 
marketing within 48 hours.  

Student evaluation was detailed and con -
structive, enabling the industrial liaison team to 
review the delivery of the module and make any 
appropriate modifications. The students were 

keen for even more opportunities 
to practise writing for different 
audiences.  
 
Outcomes 
For the first cohort of students, all 
were employed by a pharma -
ceutical company within six 
months of graduation, pre -
dominantly by the company in 
which they had undertaken their 
work experience. Feedback from 
the students was very positive. 

 
One noted:  
“Before I started my MSc in Science 
Communication and Medical Writing sub-
module, I was completely unaware of the Med 
Comms industry that I now find myself in. 

During the course I learnt how to transform 
complex science into under standable 
information for a variety of different audiences. 
This came in useful during my live project, where 
I conducted a narrative review into methods of 
reflection for medical students. 

Since then, I’ve worked at two Med Comms 
companies, in Europe and London, and authored 
a publication. A  big ‘Thanks’ goes out to the 
course leaders for giving me the tools to achieve 
this!” 
 
And another: 
“The MedComms module has hugely benefitted 
my career by providing a strong foundation on 
which to develop my skills ahead of beginning my 
career in MedComms. I was grateful for the 
depth of information and insights provided about 
all aspects of working on MedComms, and for 
the opportunity to hear from different lecturers 
and speakers who provided their own working 
experience and direct guidance, which may not 
always be available for those just starting out in 
MedComms as many scientific graduates may 
not have heard of MedComms careers during 
their studies. I am now happily working in 
MedComms.” 

Some of the students chose to do their Live 
Project in collaboration with one of the 
companies, with a university supervisor to guide 
the academic dimensions and ensure that 
learning objectives were met. In addition to the 
overall grades of the module, there were further 
benefits in that some of the students presented 
their work at conferences, and others had their 
work published in peer-reviewed journals 
(students Clausi and Silvagnoli12–14). 

Despite these successes, the MSc Science 
Communication was unfortunately discontinued 
after two iterations, primarily because low 
student numbers made it unsustainable. Poor 
recruitment may have resulted from difficulties 
in marketing the course to the appropriate target 
audience, amongst competition from other more 
well-known postgraduate routes. The academic 
and industrial liaison team subsequently 
considered the possibility of developing an 
online module/course based on and further 
developing the experience from the Medical 
Writing module, but this did not progress. 

Despite the discontinuation of the module, 
the delivery team considered that the 
collaborative design, delivery, and evaluation, 
combined with the evident academic and 
professional success of the students, merited 
dissemination. This was the motivation for 
writing this paper. There are other avenues for 
training in medical writing – EMWA and several 
pharma companies provide various training units 
or open access modules to prepare potential 
applicants/update existing employees. Some 
universities offer Medical Writing courses,15–16 
but these are few. It is therefore hoped that the 
lessons learned, and the content developed, may 
help others who are thinking about designing 
courses to educate students in the world of 
medical writing.  
 
Summary: Lessons learned 
l University accreditation and validation pro -

cedures provide appropriate rigour and 
robust evidence of learning at master’s level. 

l Collaboration between university and in -
dustry is essential for module development 
and delivery, and it is highly enjoyable and 
enlightening. 

l Students respond well to a Medical Writing 
module, and they are eminently employable 
in the field. 

l The module is costly in terms of staff time 
(university and industry), irrespective of 
student numbers, and face-to-face delivery 
requires several lecturers with different 
expertise each time the course is run. 

l It is essential that advertising and marketing 

Figure 3. Artist Tony Pickering 
collaborated with St Giles Med to 
showcase his experiences  
with type 1 diabetes.

Summative 
assessments were 

supported 
throughout the 

module by 
formative 

assessments and 
other exercises. 
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reaches the intended audience. 
l All stakeholders need to be committed to 
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l We consider that the module development, 
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described herein is an example of good 
practice.  

l There is potential for online delivery of an 
accredited module. 
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