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ABSTRACT

Objective: To report the experience of medical students in a non-mandatory extracurricular
internship in Thanatology. Methods: This is an experience report carried out in the second semester
of 2022, from an extracurricular internship at the Legal Medical Institute. Results: From the students'
point of view, the internship allowed them to learn more and get closer to forensic medicine
scenarios, as well as increasing their knowledge of future professional practice. In addition, there
were challenges in carrying out the internship, such as the need to maintain the balance and
humanism that the medical profession requires, but with the emotional distance necessary to carry
out the forensic medical act, as well as dealing directly with violent death head-on. Conclusion: The
experience of the extracurricular internship at the Forensic Medical Institute showed medical
students the importance of being in contact with medical practice from the beginning of the course,
in addition to enabling the development of knowledge, skills, and expertise acquired outside the
university environment.
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INTRODUCTION as an important factor in medical training, not
only as a way of seeking to include medical
knowledge in practical activities that
transcend the official university curriculum
but also from the point of view of training a
professional who is more proactive and
interactive with the community, playing a
crucial role in students' personal
development. This parallel curriculum is
made up of the set of extracurricular
activities that medical students carry out to
gain more clinical and practical experience
beyond that proposed by higher education
institutions (HEIs), such as extracurricular
internships®8.

The first World Conference on
Medical Education, held in Edinburgh in
1988, recognized a need to change medical
education, stating that the goal of medical
education should go beyond the “curative
and hospital-centered approach.”’. In this
sense, the National Curricular Guidelines
(DCNs) of 2001, built on the organized
society of doctors and educators, popular
pressure, and the National Health Council,
were an important step in the reorientation of
professional training since they pointed to
the need for generalist, humanistic, critical,

and reflective training for various health
professionals.?*. Internships not only improve technical

skills but also aim to develop the student's

The “parallel curriculum” has emerged capacity for personal reflection, allowing
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Extracurricular internship in Thanatology

them to form critical opinions and reflect on
their future professional performance’. In
this context, the conventional approach,
which prioritizes theoretical teaching before
practice, is questionable, since the
experiences gained provide deeper learning,
encourage motivation, and enrich
knowledge®. Thus, the search for
extracurricular internships is motivated by
the need to fill gaps in medical training, gain
clinical experience, and improve skills, since
they enable participation in different learning
environments and prepare students for the
challenges of the job market,
complementing the regular education
offered by higher education institutions?.

An example of an extracurricular
internship in medical education is the study
of forensic thanatology, which deals with
death, related phenomena, and the
legislation that concerns it. It is a science
that clarifies the processes involved in the
development of death and the
characteristics before and after death, thus
collaborating in the medico-legal differential
diagnosis®. In this way, forensic medicine is
extremely important for students as it
expands the concept of traditional medicine,
which is typically known for aiming to treat
and cure, as well as bringing anatomical
knowledge of the human body and offering
reflections on the psychological aspects of
death0.

Given all the benefits brought to light,
it is clear that students need to take part in
extracurricular activities, such as non-
mandatory internships. Students should not
only be restricted to theoretical principles but
also apply the knowledge acquired in
practical experiences, through
interdisciplinarity and integration between
teaching, service, and the community''. This
study aims to report on the experience of
medical students in an extracurricular
internship in thanatology, an area of forensic
medicine.

METHODS

This study is an experience report
carried out in two distinct stages. The first
stage was an internship at the Institute of
Forensic Medicine (IML), carried out by two
female medical students during the second
semester of 2022. The students were aged
21 and 25, in their fifth semester of the
course at the time of the internship, and had
no previous training. Subsequently, with the
other authors, reflections on the activity in
question were constructed based on the
current literature by searching databases
such as PubMed and SciELO.
Considerations were then made about the
potential and limitations of internships for
medical training. As it falls under item VIII of
the first article of Resolution 510 of April 7,
2016, of the National Health Council, this
study did not require submission to the
Human Research Ethics Committee.

RESULTS

How the internship works

The IML is responsible for forensic
investigations of human beings, living or
dead. It carries out medico-legal and dental
examinations requested by police, judicial
and administrative authorities, or Public
Prosecution Service bodies. It carries out
scientific research related to forensic
medicine and conducts courses/lectures for
civil society, academia, and government
institutions. It has the areas of forensic
examination of the living, the dead, and the
laboratory. The medico-legal institutes are
present in all Brazilian states and total more
than 381 units: 35 in capital cities, 29 in
metropolitan regions, and 317 in the
countryside'?.

In the case of the IML in this study, an
internship in Thanatology has been offered
to medical students for over 10 years. It aims
to give students greater contact with
Forensic Medicine, by monitoring
necropsies and the day-to-day work of
coroners. It is important to note that the
internship is only observational, and
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students are not allowed to take an active
part in necropsies.

For the internship in the second
semester of 2022, the IML has made 28
vacancies available. The prerequisites are
students regularly enrolled in the medical
course from the 5th semester onwards and
with time available for the internship. At the
time of registration, transcripts were
requested, and this was the criterion for
classification. Trainees were notified of their
approval via the e-mail address provided at
the time of registration.

After the results of the selection
process were announced, the teaching and
research coordinator held an introductory
meeting with those selected, in which they
were introduced to the other trainees, as well
as discussed general topics about how the
group works. They were informed that
personal protective equipment had to be
provided and that it was also necessary to
pick up a badge at the institute before the
start of the internship, as this was the
resource to allow the interns identification
and access to the IML.

The internship took place every day of
the week (Monday to Sunday), from 7 am to
12 pm and from 1 pm to 5 pm, and the
students had to choose the day and shift that
suited them best. After aligning the general
topics, the students were divided into small
groups of up to four per shift. Thus, the
internship that gave rise to this experience
report began on August 12, 2022, and took
place on Saturdays from 7 a.m. to 12 p.m.,
that is, with a workload of 5 hours a week. It
ended on December 8, 2022, with a total of
90 hours.

The trainees were supervised by one
of the four coroners working at the institute
on the day of the necropsy. The internship
took place in the IML's necropsy room. As
this room had four necropsy tables, each
doctor was at a table, performing the
necropsy, accompanied by a technician. The
students were free to follow the necropsy as
they wished. In each shift, approximately ten
bodies were analyzed.
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The necropsy lasted approximately
twenty minutes per body but could be
extended if there were any difficulties in the
process, such as looking for firearm
projectiles in the body, for example. During
this procedure, the preceptors were always
willing to share explanations of human
anatomy and physiology, as well as
knowledge about Forensic Medicine, but it is
important to note that there was no system
for assessing student performance during
the internship.

Description of the experience
from the student's point of view

The internship in  thanatology
facilitated medical students' access to
practical knowledge about human anatomy,
a basic subject in the medical course, which
guides the other subjects throughout the
semesters. Currently, most medical courses
use synthetic anatomical models in their
practical classes and, although some
universities still offer cadavers for study, they
only do so infrequently in practical classes.
In these cases, the material has often
already been extensively manipulated,
making it difficult to identify the structures. In
this way, the extracurricular internship in
thanatology allowed for greater contact with
human anatomy that is more realistic and
closer to what will be found in practice.

In particular, they were able to learn a
lot about the anatomy of the abdomen,
thorax, and brain and carefully examine all
the organs in the abdominal cavity and
thorax, gaining a detailed understanding of
their structure and function. They also
studied brain anatomy, learning to recognize
the different types of hemorrhages, which is
important for understanding brain injuries.
This knowledge helped them to better
understand how the human body works and
how to carry out a more effective forensic
investigation.

As well as learning about anatomy,
attending necropsies made it possible to
learn about the process of investigating the



Extracurricular internship in Thanatology

cause of death, to observe causes of death
of various kinds, and to identify how each
death affected a different pathophysiology.
In this context, one of the students'
perceptions was that, during the internship
period, the prevalent profile of the bodies
arriving at the institute was young, black
men, Killed by firearms. In fact, according to
the National Mortality Information System
(SIM), between 2012 and 2022, there were
426,521 firearm-related deaths in Brazil, of
which 315,893 (74.1%) were black
individuals, i.e. the sum of black and brown
people13. The profile of the biggest victims
of violence in Brazil is made up of adult men,
mainly black and brown, and it is undeniable
that this group faces cultural, social, and
almost always economic barriers™4.

As the internship was predominantly
marked by PAF cases, the trainees were
able to immerse themselves in the vast field
of forensic ballistics under the guidance of
coroners. They  absorbed relevant
knowledge, such as identifying the
projectile's entry and exit holes and the
respective injuries. They also studied the
projectile's path through the human body,
understanding its importance in providing
the experts with the dynamics of the
homicide, as well as gaining an idea of the
distance of the shot (from a distance, at
close range, or when it was fired), since each
of these situations has particular
characteristics that are essential for forensic
analysis.

Although the maijority of deaths were
related to PAF, there was a wide variety of
medico-legal cases during the internship,
such as Pseudomonas sepsis, major burns,
ischemic and hemorrhagic  strokes,
congestive heart failure, complications from
diabetes, hemothorax, thrombus in the
atrium, pleural effusion and tuberculosis.
The diversity of pathologies observed
provided a wide-ranging and enriching
experience, developing investigative and
diagnostic skills.

In addition, during the internship, it
was identified that most of the elderly whose

4

bodies were admitted to the institute died
from falls. In fact, between 2008 and 2016,
231,878 deaths of elderly people aged 60 or
over due to external causes were recorded
in the SIM, of which 72,234 (31.2%) were
due to falls. Mortality due to falls is a public
health problem among the elderly, as they
result in high rates of hospitalization,
functional incapacity, social isolation, and
death, especially in this age group, leading
to economic, social, and psychological
costs’.

In addition, forensic traumatology was
an area of forensic medicine that was
studied extensively during the internship,
exploring the different types of energy that

can trigger trauma or injury, including
mechanical, chemical, physical, and
physicochemical  energies and the

characteristic injuries associated with each
one. They also understood the importance of
internal and external signs in each type of
death, which are essential for clarifying the
facts. According to the internship preceptors,
this understanding is extremely important,
especially in situations where crimes are
covered up, such as when victims' bodies
are burned, as important clues can be found
and specific analyses must be carried out by
forensics.

Something that drew attention was
when the on-duty team once received a body
with  no external signs of violence,
suspecting at first that it had died of natural
causes. However, during the necropsy,
signs of asphyxiation were identified, turning
the possible cause of natural death into a
suspicion of strangulation. This
demonstrates the importance of the coroner
in identifying the real cause of death. This
profession has the role of investigating and
analyzing the causes and circumstances of
deaths, injuries, and other types of violence,
thus providing valuable evidence for judicial
decision-making, and is one of the
fundamental pillars of criminal justice®.

The physiological signs of the human
body after the process of death were also
observed, such as the hypostasis stains,
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also known as livor mortis. It was learned
that these stains represent the color change
that occurs in the skin of corpses due to the
deposit of stagnant blood in the lower parts
of the body by the action of gravity and are
extremely important for forensics, as they
indicate the original position of the body. In
homicide cases, for example, the perpetrator
may try to alter or hide the victim's body, but
hypostasis stains provide crucial clues. In
addition, rigor mortis, caused by biochemical
changes in the muscles, leads to the
hardening of the corpse's muscles, making
them impossible to move or manipulate, and
is an important indicator for determining the
time of death during forensic investigation'”.

There was also the opportunity to gain
a comprehensive understanding of the
technical practices essential to the effective
running of the institution. As well as being
able to learn a little about the daily routine,
since it was only one day a week, they were
instructed on how to properly fill in the death
certificate, received detailed guidance on the
internal workings of the IML, from the
procedures for receiving and identifying
bodies to the organization of records and
archives, and were able to learn more about
the protocol for keeping the body until the
relatives were ready to make the
acknowledgment and take responsibility for
the removal. These technical skills not only
enriched the students' practical knowledge
but also reinforced their understanding of the
critical role played by the IML in investigating
deaths and providing services to bereaved
families.

Finally, the ethical stance of the
coroner was another extremely important
aspect reflected in the internship. As this is a
specialty that involves death, medical
forensics must have an essence based on
investigation, examination, and verification
of the reality of certain facts to perform the
best of their profession in favor of justice18.
The trainees noticed that the work was done
impartially and discreetly, with no room for
guesswork or assumptions, so as not to give
rise to dubious interpretations of the cause
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of death, as well as a sense of justice to
verify what is legitimate and what is not.

Thus, during their internship at the
IML, the trainees were immersed in an
environment rich in learning, exploring the
intricate anatomical aspects of each organ
and their relationship with a variety of
pathologies, and were taught to recognize
the signs that direct and raise suspicions
about the cause of death. This
comprehensive learning, which blends
theory and practice, has contributed
significantly to the trainees' professional
training, preparing them to face the complex
challenges of the forensic field with greater
expertise and insight.

Benefits, challenges, and
limitations

At the end of the internship, a report
must be produced, citing the benefits and
challenges of the experience. One of the
benefits cited was the proposal to help bring
undergraduate students closer to the field of
forensic medicine, an area that is still little
discussed during undergraduate studies as
a field of work by students in the health area
in general. Proof of this is the number of
coroners registered in Brazil, a total of 2.292
according to the Medical Demography in
Brazil 2023, which compared to other
medical specialties, is still a low number?®,

On the other hand, one of the
challenges of the internship was the need to
maintain the balance and humanism that the
medical profession demands, but with the
emotional distance necessary to carry out
the medical forensic act. Dealing directly
with violent death is an inherent challenge in
this area, and the services provided are
fundamental to protecting human rights
strengthening the evidentiary framework,
and consequently reducing impunity'2. Thus,
this profession should be even more valued,
as these professionals deal with this reality,
closely analyzing all possible forms of
violence against human beings, with the aim
of helping to ensure that justice is done.
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One of the limitations of the internship,
according to the students, was the fact that
it was only observational, which, although it
didn't enable the student to develop skills for
future professional work, helped to arouse
interest in studying in this area later, through
courses or medical residency. In fact, it can
be said that taking part in outreach activities
increases students' interest in pursuing the
field, bringing them closer to everyday life
and the functions carried out Dby
professionals in their areas of work?°.

DISCUSSION

Through the internship experience,
students build knowledge in a contextualized
way, allowing curiosity to arise and new
learning to be established from that point
on?'. In this sense, at a time when medicine
is increasingly in need of qualified
professionals, it is of the utmost importance
that students are encouraged to experience
medicine through internships right from the
start of university. By taking part in a non-
compulsory internship, such as the one
reported in this study, students become
protagonists in their training, since extension
activities are opportunities to make a
significant contribution to complementing the
curriculum of students, contributing to the
training of a more qualified and up-to-date
professional??,

From the point of view of formal
education in the health sector, there is an
effort to change the traditional teaching
model, which has historically focused on
theory and little on practice. To achieve this
transformation, higher education institutions
have modified their Pedagogical Course
Projects, within the parameters established
by the DCNs, to propose changes in the
training model, valuing the wuse of
methodologies that favor the integration of
teaching, research, extension, and
assistance??. Thus, it is important to adopt
different training paths and active and
complementary approaches to the teaching-
learning  process of future health

professionals, as is the case with non-
mandatory internships.

To this end, it is important to establish
a parallel between universities and
internship fields so that students can be in
contact with clinical practice from the start of
the course. In addition, it is necessary for the
teaching institution to publicize and
encourage this, so that students have
access to different ways of deepening their
knowledge and adding value to their
academic and personal training, thus
enabling them to become more qualified
professionals?3.

The opportunity to do outreach
activities adds skills to the student and
enables them to develop new competencies,
not only to deepen their knowledge in a
particular area but also to add value to their
academic and personal training. An
extracurricular internship that develops
students' skills is crucial. By acquiring these
skills, students gain the confidence to enter
the job market after graduation and face
professional  challenges outside the
academic  environment with  greater
confidence and skill?4.

The traineeship in thanatology at the
IML helped to deconstruct formulated
concepts, increasing the participants'
knowledge of this area, given that forensic
medicine is known to be one of the most
feared branches of the health sector, mainly
because it deals with violent death head-on.
From this same perspective, the experience
was able to develop a new conception of this
specialty and care in this field of work.

Although Forensic Medicine is a
compulsory subject in medical courses,
according to the Law decreed on October 3,
1832, it is worrying to note that, currently, in
many faculties, the teaching of this subject is
limited to didactic lectures, with few
opportunities for practical demonstrations.
This approach neglects the importance of
direct experience, becoming an obstacle to
the complete training of doctors faced with
the complex challenges of Forensic
Medicine, since it is undeniable that this
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profession has a significant impact on
society, contributing to meeting the needs of
public order and social balance. In this way,
the shortcomings in the teaching of this
subject give rise to the need to seek practical
experience in an extracurricular way, which
can represent an additional challenge for
medical students?.

Lastly, the experience reported here
allowed for the practical appropriation of
concepts such as responsibility for others,
even if they are already dying, the
importance of team-building, and the need to
create a therapeutic bond, especially when
dealing with so many forms of violence
head-on. Similarly, early contact with the
professionals from the various medical
specialties who work as forensic experts, as
well as with the necropsy technicians,
contributed to the exchange of knowledge
between the students and the team about
the functions and activities carried out at the
institute.

It can therefore be said that the
lessons learned from the action in this report
focus both on encouraging students to take
a leading role in their teaching-learning
process and on the practice of sharing
knowledge so that higher education
institutions can offer more fields of practice,
in addition to curricular internships. In this
way, the potential awakened by the
experience has led to the emergence of a
critical spirit that wants changes in the
current reality of teaching, through attitudes
that may seem simple, such as voluntarily
taking part in a non-compulsory internship,
but which bring another outline to Health
Education.

CONCLUSION

The internship in  Thanatology
promoted greater contact with human
anatomy, the death investigation process,
and the bureaucratic functioning of an IML,
as well as offering students the opportunity
to come into contact with specialist doctors
and other students from different institutions,
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thus having a rich exchange of experiences.
Thus, the contributions made by the
experience reported here reinforce the
importance of higher education institutions
working on the teaching-research-extension
triad and, specifically, extension in forensic
medicine, because, as has been shown, it
brings great contributions to the study of
anatomy and thanatology for the students
involved, as well as contributing
considerably to the professional's academic
training process.
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