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Abstract
The objective of this article is to examine how ethics/bioethics teaching is included in the curricula of stricto  
sensu graduate programs in the field of medicine III, according to the classification of the Coordination  
for the Improvement of Higher Education Personnel, in the North and Northeast regions of Brazil. This is  
a documentary, descriptive and exploratory study, of a qualitative and quantitative nature. The Sucupira  
Platform was used to search for the following information about the programs: state, institution, name of  
the program, category (academic/professional), score, compulsoriness and name of the course, workload  
and website of the program. We found nine programs in the field of medicine III, mainly professional master’s  
degree programs, most of which offer ethics-related courses as compulsory courses. We found that ethics/ 
bioethics-related courses are present in all programs, although with different workloads. Further studies are  
necessary in order to research the methodological approaches to ethics teaching in programs in the field.
Keywords: Ethics. Bioethics. Health postgraduate programs.

Resumo
Ensino de bioética em pós-graduações na área de medicina III
O objetivo deste artigo é verificar como o ensino de ética/bioética está inserido nas grades curriculares dos  
programas de pós-graduação stricto sensu na área medicina III, conforme classificação da Coordenação  
de Aperfeiçoamento de Pessoal de Nível Superior, nas regiões Norte e Nordeste. Trata-se de estudo docu-
mental, descritivo e exploratório, de natureza qualiquantitativa. Utilizou-se a Plataforma Sucupira para  
buscar as seguintes informações sobre os programas: estado, instituição, nome do programa, categoria  
(acadêmico/profissional), nota, obrigatoriedade e nome da disciplina, carga horária e site do programa.  
Foram encontrados nove programas na área medicina III, sobretudo mestrados profissionais, e a maioria  
deles oferece disciplinas ligadas a ética como obrigatórias. Verificou-se que disciplinas ligadas a ética/ 
bioética estão presentes em todos os programas, embora com diferentes cargas horárias. São necessários  
estudos futuros que investiguem as abordagens metodológicas para ensino de ética nos cursos da área.
Palavras-chave: Ética. Bioética. Programas de pós-graduação em saúde.

Resumen
Enseñanza de la bioética en cursos de posgrado en el campo de la medicina III
El objetivo de este artículo es comprobar la manera en que se incluye la enseñanza de la ética/bioética  
en los planes de estudio de los programas de posgrado stricto sensu en el campo de la medicina III, según  
la clasificación de la Coordinación de Perfeccionamiento de Personal de Nivel Superior, en las regiones  
Norte y Nordeste. Se trata de un estudio documental, descriptivo y exploratorio, de carácter cualicuanti-
tativo. Se utilizó la Plataforma Sucupira para buscar la siguiente información sobre los programas: estado,  
institución, nombre del programa, categoría (académico/profesional), nota, obligatoriedad y nombre de  
la asignatura, horas lectivas y página web del programa. Se encontraron nueve programas en el campo  
de medicina III, sobre todo de másteres profesionales, y la mayoría ofrece asignaturas relacionadas con  
la ética con carácter obligatorio. Se constató que las asignaturas relacionadas con la ética/bioética están  
presentes en todos los programas, aunque con diferentes horas lectivas. Se requieren estudios futuros  
para investigar los enfoques metodológicos para la enseñanza de la ética en cursos de este ámbito.
Palabras clave: Ética. Bioética. Programas de posgrado en salud.
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Ethics is the study of conduct and character, 
and relates to determining what is good for 
individuals, groups, and society as a whole. 
Acts considered ethical reflect a commitment 
to values beyond personal preferences—
standards that professions and societies strive 
to achieve. Ethical education based only on 
conceptual discussions is not sufficient to 
train ethically competent professionals, as the 
current teaching model requires social subjects, 
new ways of providing services, and new ways of  
training professionals 1.

The theme of “ethics in scientific activity” is 
of concern and is increasingly present in national 
and international research. Scientific and 
technological advances and their controversial 
developments in recent decades have evoked 
important discussions and reflections that 
associate science with an accumulation of 
academic productions and spaces dedicated 
to the theme, as well as the institutionalization 
of specific regulations 2.

In this context, it is noted that ethics must be 
included in a practical and active manner in stricto 
sensu graduate programs in the field of medicine III 
of the classification of the Coordination for the 
Improvement of Higher Education Personnel 
(CAPES), a field that comprises subjects related to 
surgery, anesthesiology, urgency and emergency. 
The field of bioethics, initially associated with 
clinical and experimental medicine, encompasses 
a broad and diverse set of research groups and 
productions that intersect between science and 
ethics. Thus, in the national scientific production, 
it is possible to recognize a plurality of themes, 
perspectives and approaches coming mainly  
from academic production 2,3.

Bioethics arises in the context of health as a 
field of reflection between human survival and 
values. Thus, considering numerous events and 
facts that violate human dignity, it is increasingly 
evident that teaching ethics and bioethics courses 
in isolation and without communication with 
the other subjects is not sufficient for academics 
and professionals to solve dilemmas that affect  
all human beings 4,5.

It is noted that the introduction of bioethics 
and ethics in curricular matrices is still slow; hence, 
teaching courses addressing these themes is a task 
that requires a certain creativity from professors, 

as well as changes in traditional teaching models 
in most universities. Therefore, the bioethics 
teaching-learning process should be based on 
guidance for decision-making in relation to 
conflicts, with the concern of training professionals 
as individuals with ethical knowledge 6.

In Brazil, the expansion and transformation of 
education policies on health and disease require 
new requests for care. This translates into the 
need to innovate teaching in this field, including, 
for example, courses related to bioethics. These 
pedagogical methods enable critical reflection and 
training, transforming students into protagonists 
of the learning process 5,7.

From this perspective, we propose the 
following questions: how is ethics included in 
undergraduate curricula in the field of medicine III?  
Is there longitudinality, that is, does the theme 
permeate all courses, or most of them, throughout 
the program? These questions are necessary to 
reflect on the complexity related to the domain 
of health, recent events motivated by social, 
cultural and economic changes, as well as their 
implications for society 8,9.

In addition, professionals are poorly prepared 
to deal with situations in which decision-making 
disregards the autonomy, beliefs and values of 
individuals. Thus, the debate on ethics is necessary 
for professional training, and is not limited to 
technical aspects 8,9.

In view of the above, the objective of this study 
was to examine how ethics/bioethics teaching is 
included in the curricula of stricto sensu programs 
in the field of medicine III in the North and 
Northeast regions of Brazil.

Method

This is a documentary, descriptive and 
exploratory study, of a qualitative and 
quantitative nature, whose methodology was 
based on Bertolin and collaborators 10. Initially, 
we researched all academic and professional 
master’s degree programs recognized by CAPES 
in the field of medicine III.

We included active programs, with a CAPES 
score equal to or greater than 3 (2017 quadrennial 
evaluation), offered in states in the north region 
(Acre, Amazonas, Amapá, Pará, Rondônia, Roraima  
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and Tocantins) and northeast region (Alagoas, Bahia, 
Ceará, Maranhão, Paraíba, Piauí, Pernambuco,  
Rio Grande do Norte and Sergipe). We excluded 
programs with scores 1 and 2 (de-accredited),  
with no CAPES score, inactive, and not in the field 
of interest of this study.

We prepared a chart with the summary 
description of all master’s degree programs that 
met the requirements, including institution, 
Capes score, mode and website. Subsequently, 
were accessed the websites to trace courses 

associated with the keywords “ethics,” “bioethics,” 
or “medical ethics.” Based on analysis of the 
curricular structure of each program, we added 
to the chart information referring to program 
and course name, workload and nature (elective 
or compulsory). The summary of the methodology 
is shown in Figure 1.

As this is a documentary study with free-
access data, submission to a research ethics 
committee is not required. The data were  
tabulated in Excel and Word.

Figure 1. Method

Sucupira Platform (https://sucupira.capes.gov.br) > Evaluated and recognized courses >
Advanced search (regions: North and Northeast. Field of knowledge: medicine III)1

2 Inclusion criteria: stricto sensu graduate programs in the field of medicine III, with a score
equal to or higher than 3, offered in states in the North and Northeast regions 

3 Access to the websites of each program to analyze the curricular matrices

4 Search in the curricular matrices for the terms “ethics,” “bioethics,” or “medical ethics”

5 Preparation of a chart containing state, institution, name of the program and course,
CAPES score, workload, nature of the course and link to the program website

Results and discussion

We found nine stricto sensu graduate programs 
in the field of medicine III in the North and 
Northeast regions, most of which being professional 
programs, offered by public institutions and offering 
compulsory courses related to ethics (Chart 1).

The study of bioethics/ethics in master’s 
degree programs classified in the CAPES field of 
medicine III is of major importance, since ethics is 
a basic directive both for health care professionals 
who work in scientific settings and for those who 
relate to people in the daily routine 11. The survey 
found nine programs, all with a score 3 or higher 

in CAPES, of which two are located in the North 
region and seven in the Northeast region. 
With regard to the designation of the master’s 
degree program, 67% of the programs are 
professional and 33% are academic.

Only one program did not inform the workload 
for the ethics/bioethics courses on its platform; 
the others indicated a minimum workload of 
15 hours and a maximum of 48 hours, the latter in 
a course classified as elective. The average among 
all programs was 34.1 hours, corresponding to 
4% of the minimum total workload of 720 hours 
for a master’s degree program in Brazil, according 
to the Sucupira Platform 12.
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In addition, regarding the mode of offering the 
course, eight courses were compulsory, and one 
is offered as an elective course. We also found 
that one course is of a private institution and 
eight courses are of public institutions, of which 
six are of federal universities and two are of state 
universities. Therefore, there is a predominance 
of master’s degrees programs with better CAPES 
scores in public institutions, instead of private 
ones, as well as with higher overall average scores.

It can also be seen that, among the programs 
that reached maximum score, the program of the 
Federal University of Ceará (UFC) presented 
the highest workload for the course. Thus, it is 
noted the importance of developing master’s 
degree students with the ability to contemplate 
ethical aspects, considering that the research lines 
and projects, as well as the curricular structure of 
the programs, are CAPES performance evaluation 
criteria 13. The data show a strong intention to 
improve bioethics/ethics teaching in professional 
master’s degree programs in the North and 
Northeast regions, as all programs analyzed make 
these courses available in their curriculum.

However, important points still need 
improvement, such as workload, since the study 
of ethics, bioethics and deontology in programs 
in the field of health is usually trivialized, since 
these concepts are merely associated with 
prescriptive application 14. Therefore, this learning 
deficit still persists in undergraduate and even 
graduate programs, in which these concepts are 
of paramount importance, given the impact on 
the academic and professional training of the 
master’s degree programs analyzed.

In addition, ethics/bioethics courses are 
taught transversally in the programs under 
study, with no inclusion of topics of the subject 
in the other disciplines. This pattern follows 
the trend of medical training in Latin American 
and Caribbean countries, where 91.5% of public 
medical educational institutions and 66.2% 
of private universities offer ethics/bioethics 
studies in isolation or transversally. In addition, 
the workload of studies on this subject in medical 
schools amounts to only 0.6% to 1.5% of the total 
workload in undergraduate programs, being a 
small number of hours 15.

Thus, it is observed that from undergraduate 
programs to stricto sensu graduate programs, 

such as those analyzed in this study, there is a 
trend of offering minimal dedication to subjects 
related to ethics/bioethics. This is evident when 
observing that the time dedicated to the theme, 
as well as the teaching methodology that allocates 
the subjects related to the discipline only in a 
transversal manner, enables only specific reflection 
of these subjects throughout the programs, 
resulting in a deficiency in their applicability.

Thus, in addition to the need to reformulate 
the curricula and curricular guidelines of 
undergraduate programs, a similar change is also 
needed in master’s degree programs, especially 
academic ones, which aim to train teachers 
capable of fostering the biopsychosocial approach 
in their students. These changes would directly 
impact the training of health care professionals not 
only with a focus on technical knowledge, but also 
with a humanistic view 15.

Final considerations

Ethics involves moral, cultural and social 
concepts present in professional settings and 
outside them, and it is essential that students 
have a view that is more associated with the 
biopsychosocial approach to their patients and 
their work, in the scientific or care area. Thus, 
including ethics/bioethics-related courses in 
stricto sensu graduate programs in the field of 
health is of paramount importance, especially in 
medicine III, considering the trend of trivializing the 
discipline and its importance that permeates from 
undergraduate to graduate medical programs.

Analysis of the listed programs shows that 
the ethics/bioethics course is usually approached 
in isolation, which suggests that the curricula 
need to be reviewed, since the longitudinality 
of the subject in an integrated way with other 
courses is of paramount importance. Despite that, 
all programs had some course related to the 
subject, most often compulsory, which denotes 
awareness of the importance of the theme.

Further studies are needed in order to 
analyze—from a pedagogical point of view—
the methodologies used to teach ethics in 
stricto sensu graduate programs in the field of 
medicine III, in order to understand the training 
offered. It is also noted that it is necessary to 
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reformulate the curricula to increase the workload 
of this course and allocate it as compulsory within 
health programs, especially graduate programs. 

Therefore, reflections—such as those presented 
in this study—should be widely encouraged so 
such changes are implemented.
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