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Introduction 
Climate change poses a significant global health threat to 
current and future populations as changes in global 
weather patterns drive a myriad of adverse downstream 
health effects.1 We believe the clear connection between 
climate change and health requires health professionals to 
communicate the need for climate action, safeguard 
patients from the harmful effects of climate change, and 
build climate resilient health systems.2,3 Medical 
institutions are therefore responsible for preparing the 
next generation of physicians to practice in the context of 
a changing climate.4,5 

The Canadian Federation of Medical Students - Health and 
Environment Adaptive Response Taskforce (CFMS HEART) 
2019 National Report on Planetary Health Education 
identified that Canadian medical schools have not 
adequately integrated planetary health teaching into their 
curricula.6 The 2019 survey results showed varying levels of 
coverage of planetary health topics in the curriculum, with 
six out of 17 schools reporting no learning objectives 
related to planetary health. Following this report, medical 
students across Canada called upon their institutions to 
embed planetary health into curricula. A cross-sectional re-

evaluation conducted in 2021 surveyed medical students 
and faculty at all 17 Canadian medical schools about the 
current state of their planetary health education.7 We 
observe a shift in the Canadian undergraduate medical 
curriculum as future physicians are now becoming 
prepared to practice in the climate crisis. 

What changes in Canadian medical 
education have occurred? 
Canadian medical schools have demonstrated a variety of 
approaches to incorporating planetary health principles 
into curricula. Faculty and students from five out of 17 
Canadian medical schools have integrated new planetary 
health teachings in 2020, as identified in the 2021 Canadian 
Report on Planetary Health Education. Specifically, the new 
curricular teachings reported by students are: three 
lectures on climate change and health, an online planetary 
health learning module, and an optional course exploring 
climate change and health-related topics, alongside 
numerous extra-curricular learning opportunities. 
Additionally, the virtualization of undergraduate medical 
education in 2020-2021 resulted in students reporting 
increased access to planetary health-related sessions 
delivered across Canada. Another positive stride for 
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planetary health education is that three faculties of 
medicine have reported working towards integrating core 
competencies in planetary health into their strategic plans. 
Institutional commitment is a necessary step towards 
building long-lasting infrastructure for planetary health 
education in the medical curriculum. 

What’s next for planetary health 
education in Canadian medical schools? 
Curricular changes are still needed to effectively train the 
next generation of physicians. Student respondents 
identified the need for planetary health curriculum to 
emphasize the intersectional links between the 
environmental and social determinants of health. It is 
critical that physicians understand the concept of 
environmental justice and recognize that some populations 
are disproportionately burdened by the impacts of climate 
change and resource exploitation, to identify those most 
vulnerable and provide tailored care.1 Additionally, 
students from nine of the 17 Canadian medical schools 
identified sustainable healthcare as an area of opportunity 
for planetary health education improvement. As the 
Canadian healthcare system is responsible for 4.6% of the 
total national emissions,8 this is a crucial area for education 
to ensure that future physicians are prepared to practice 
low-carbon care, and advocate for health sector 
sustainability.  

While 16 out of 17 medical schools have now initiated an 
introductory climate change lecture within the preclinical 
curriculum, the multitude of climate change-related health 
impacts and opportunities for integrating planetary health 
principles into clinical practice cannot be taught by a single 
lecture. In addition, only three schools reported planetary 
health education spanning the pre-clinical and clinical 
training years. There is a clear opportunity for continued 
integration of planetary health education within the later 
clinical years. This longitudinal integration into clinical 
education would provide the opportunity for skill-based 
teaching to close the ‘know’-’do’ gap between climate 
change knowledge and a climate-conscious approach to 
clinical practice.9  

Collaboration between institutions, educators, and 
students is integral to the development of high-quality 
planetary health curricula. The diverse range of initiatives 
underway across Canada and internationally highlights the 
opportunity for universities to collaborate, share 
resources, and look towards evidence-based frameworks 
to lessen the burden of creating original educational 

material.2,3,10 HEART’s 2021 report adds to the body of 
available resources and reaffirms that medical student 
leaders are spearheading the implementation of planetary 
health medical education. Though students are pivotal in 
advocating for planetary health education, faculty 
leadership and commitment are vital in the integration of 
long-lasting planetary health material in medical curricula. 

Conclusion 
While Canadian medical schools are making some degree 
of progress towards integrating planetary health education 
into curriculum, most changes that have been made are 
student-driven. These efforts should be celebrated; 
however, in order to ensure enduring and meaningful 
curricular change, planetary health must be incorporated 
into universities’ strategic plans and longitudinal core 
competencies. This recent progress highlights the scale and 
speed of adaptation possible within the medical curricula 
when curricular leaders collaborate with student 
advocates. We must use this momentum to build towards 
a medical education system that prepares future physicians 
to provide environmentally conscious care for patients that 
adapts to and mitigates the growing health impacts of 
climate change. 

 
Conflicts of Interest: No potential competing interest was 
reported by the authors. The opinions expressed are the writers’ 
own and are not those of the Canadian Medical Education 
Journal, nor those of any of the medical schools associated with 
the authors 
Funding: This work did not receive any funding. 
Acknowledgements: This work was made possible by the 
members of the Canadian Federation of Medical Students Health 
and Environment Adaptive Response Taskforce (CFMS HEART) 
network who distributed our evaluation to stakeholders from all 
17 Canadian medical schools, the local leadership of medical 
students and faculty who completed our evaluation in the midst 
of a global pandemic, and the many faculty reviewers who 
reviewed our evaluation including Dr. Courtney Howard, Dr. Lynn 
Madden, Dr. Caroline Stigant, Dr. Edward Xie, Dr. Finola Hackett, 
and Dr. Nick Watts. 

 

 
 
 
 



CANADIAN MEDICAL EDUCATION JOURNAL 2022, 13(2) 

 91 

References 
1. Watts N, Amann M, Arnell N, et al. The 2020 report of The 

Lancet Countdown on health and climate change: responding 
to converging crises. The Lancet. 2021 Jan; 397(10269):129-70. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(20)32290-X  

2. Perrotta K. Climate change toolkit for health professionals. 
Canadian Association of Physicians for the Environment (CAPE); 
2019. Available from: https://cape.ca/wp-
content/uploads/2019/05/Climate-Change-Toolkit-for-Health-
Professionals-Updated-April-2019-2.pdf [Accessed May 9, 
2021]. 

3. Walpole SC, Vyas A, Maxwell J, et al. Building an 
environmentally accountable medical curriculum through 
international collaboration. Med Teach 2017 Oct;39(10):1040-
50.  https://doi.org/10.1080/0142159X.2017.1342031  

4. Omrani OE, Dafallah A, Castillo BP, et al. Envisioning planetary 
health in every medical curriculum: an international medical 
student organization's perspective. Med Teach. 2020 Oct 2 
42(10):1107-11. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/0142159X.2020.1796949  

5. Shaw E, Walpole S, McLean M, et al. AMEE Consensus 
Statement: planetary health and education for sustainable 
healthcare. Med Teach. 2021 Mar 4;43(3):272-86. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/0142159X.2020.1860207  

6. Hackett F, Got T, Kitching GT, MacQueen K, Cohen A. Training 
Canadian doctors for the health challenges of climate change. 
The Lancet. 2020 Jan 1;4(1):e2-3. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/S2542-5196(19)30242-6  

7. Affleck Z, Roshan A, Stroshein S, Walker C, Luo O. CFMS HEART 
National Report on Planetary Health Education 2021. CFMS 
HEART Committee; 2021 Aug. 

8. Eckelman MJ, Sherman JD, MacNeill AJ. Life cycle 
environmental emissions and health damages from the 
Canadian healthcare system: an economic-environmental-
epidemiological analysis. PLOS Med. 2018 Jul 
31;15(7):e1002623. 
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pmed.1002623  

9. Cruess RL, Cruess SR, Steinert Y. Amending Miller's pyramid to 
include professional identity formation. Acad Med. 2016 
Feb;91(2):180-5. 
https://doi.org/10.1097/ACM.0000000000000913  

10. Hackett F, Malkin I, Hollett Power B, Sawatzky J. CFMS Health 
and Environment Adaptive Response Task Force (HEART) 
planetary health educational competencies. CFMS Health and 
Environment Adaptive Response Task Force (HEART); 2019. 
Available from: 
https://www.cfms.org/files/HEART/HEART%20Competencies%
20-%20Updated%20Sep%202019%20(1).pdf [Accessed May 9, 
2021]. 

 
 


