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P hysicians have plenty of complaints 
about the shortcomings of elec-
tronic health records (EHR), such as 

lack of interoperability, but not all technol-
ogy problems can be blamed on software. 
Sometimes the user is largely to blame for 
suboptimal EHR use, particularly if that 
user is a first-year medical resident.

According to the American Medical 
Association, medical schools and resi-
dency programs are not adequately pre-
paring trainees to use EHRs, and a lack of 
familiarity with these systems is prevent-
ing first-year residents from using their 
time optimally. Many medical institutions 
restrict who can use EHRs, and trainees are 
often denied access. But workarounds to 
restrictions are needed to solve this prob-
lem, according to Karthik Sarma, a medical 
student and board member of the associa-
tion: “There is a clear need for medical 
 students to have access to — and learn 
how to use properly — EHRs well before 
they enter practice.”

At its recent annual meeting, the associa-
tion adopted a new policy to call upon med-
ical schools and residency programs to 
design clinical documentation and EHR 
training with evaluative feedback and to pro-
vide professional development resources for 
faculty, so they can model appropriate EHR 
use during patient interactions.

Inadequate EHR training has been an 
issue in medical education in Canada and 
the United States for some time. A 2009 
survey of internal medicine programs in 
Canadian and American clinical institu-
tions found that only 44% had policies 
about trainees accessing EHRs to docu-
ment clinical encounters. More than half of 
respondents (52%) said their programs 
prohibited trainees from accessing EHRs, 

primarily over concerns about billing and 
note quality.

By 2012, according to an American sur-
vey, about 64% of US clerkship programs 
allowed medical students to access EHRs, 
although only two-thirds of those programs 
permitted students to enter notes. Clinical 
institutions with trainees “need to explore 
ways to maximize the benefits of electronic 
health records in medical education,” the 
authors concluded. That same year, the 
US-based Alliance for Clinical Education 
called upon medical education institutions 
to develop guidelines to establish expecta-
tions for student training on using EHRs. 
The group recommended that medical 
schools “develop a clear set of competen-
cies” on EHR use that students “must 
achieve prior to graduation in order to 
ensure they are ready for clinical practice.”

To improve education on EHRs and 
other technologies in Canada, the Asso-

ciation of Faculties of Medicine of Can-
ada (AFMC) partnered with Canada 
Health Infoway in 2014 to create compe-
titions to encourage “medical school 
faculty, students and residents in their 
learning and clinical use of digital 
tools.” On Feb. 23 of this year, AFMC and 
Infoway announced another initiative 
that would support “medical students 
and residents in their adoption and use 
of information and communication tech-
nologies, such as electronic medical 
records.” The project will include the 
creation of curriculum-based resources, 
e-learning tools, virtual patient chal-
lenges for students, and annual awards
for “leaders who advance medical infor-
matics in education and learning oppor-
tunities related to electronic health
record systems.”
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Some clinical institutions restrict or limit medical trainee access to EHRs.
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