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• The Art of Diagnosis

• Physician Salary Insights

R E S I D E N T  R E S O U R C E  C E N T E R

STUDYING ART SHARPENS DERMATOLOGY 
RESIDENTS’ DIAGNOSTIC SKILLS

They say that art imitates life. This proved particularly 
true for a group of Yale University dermatology residents.

The residents last month took part in a Dermatology 
Grand Rounds held at the Cushing/
Whitney Medical Library’s Historical 
Library that focused on fostering diagnos-
tic skills by studying 10 portraits created 
by nineteenth-century Cantonese artist 
Lam Qua.

By way of background, Peter Parker, MD, 
a Yale-trained physician and Presbyterian 
minister, commissioned the artist to paint 
portraits of patients. Dr. Parker established 
a hospital in Canton, a southern province 
now called Guangzhou. Yale’s Medical 
Library houses 86 of Lam Qua’s portraits. 

One portrait depicts a mother hold-
ing her daughter whose feet are gravely 
injured. Residents were asked to describe 
the painting in detail and then attempt 
to diagnose the child’s condition.This 
type of activity encourages residents to 
acknowledge each and every detail in the 
portrait—even those that may not seem 
related or significant at first. (Spoiler alert: 
In this case, the feet were black from 
gangrene because the ancient Chinese 
practice of foot binding had cut off her 
circulation.)

Thorough Assessment
Decades ago, Irwin Merton Braverman 

MD, Professor Emeritus of Dermatology at 
Yale, noticed that medical students weren’t 
describing what they saw on patients as 

thoroughly as they should or could be. “If I were to ask them to 
describe some object that they were totally unfamiliar with—
like a painting—they wouldn’t know what was important or 
unimportant and would describe everything in that object,” 
says Dr. Braverman. This observation became the impetus for a 
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class at the Yale Center for British Art that Dr. Braverman devel-
oped along with Linda Friedlaender, the Center’s senior curator 
of education, for first year medical students. 

In the class, medical students study and describe all sorts 
of paintings including non-medical landscapes and portraits. 
And research has shown it is effective. Dr. Braverman pub-
lished a study in JAMA that showed the workshop improves 
students’ abilities to pick up on important details by almost 
10 percent.

The program grew so successful and impactful that it is 
now emulated in many medical schools and other profes-
sional organizations and settings. 

Countering Inattentional Blindness
Dr. Braverman is stepping back from the day to day and 

has passed the torch to Kalman L. Watsky, MD, a Clinical 
Professor of Dermatology at Yale University School of 
Medicine and the Site Director of Dermatology at Yale-New 
Haven Hospital’s Saint Raphael Campus. Dr. Watsky admits 
he has big shoes to fill, but he is a firm believer in the merits 
of this class. He attended some of Dr. Braverman’s sessions 
years ago, since the class wasn’t offered when he was a stu-
dent. 

“It’s a practical way to address that problem of inatten-
tional blindness,” he says. “Slow thinking is important when 
confronted with something novel, and we need to create 
a model for how to think slowly when confronted by an 
unknown in the clinical setting, such as a patient with a 
complex condition or a rare diagnosis. “

Such observations don’t come easily to everyone. “It’s a 
particularly powerful exercise that has translational ben-
efits,” Dr. Watsky says.

SURVEY OFFERS INSIGHTS ON SALARIES, 
SATISFACTION

Physician salaries continue to grow year-over-year, 
though the pace of growth has slowed, the latest Medscape 
Physician salary survey shows. With an average reported sal-
ary of $392,000, dermatologists are the sixth-highest earners 
among physicians. They outpace the average salary of spe-
cialists ($329,000) by close to 20 percent.

Dermatologists rank high in career satisfaction. Ninety-five 
percent of dermatologists say they would choose the same 
specialty if they were starting over again, putting the spe-
cialty in fifth place.

Dermatology has been a top specialty for women, and it 
ranks as the fifth most popular specialty for women, tied 
with Diabetes/Endocrinology. According to the survey, 42 
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percent of dermatologists are women. Women have higher 
representation in Family Medicine (44 percent), Public 
Health/Preventative Medicine (48 percent), and Plastic 
Surgery (50 percent). Pediatrics and Ob/Gyn tie for first 
place, with 60 percent female representation.

There remains a wage disparity based on sex within 
medicine. This survey reports a wage gap in primary care, 
specifically. According to the survey, overall, women pri-
mary care physicians earn about 15 percent less than men. 
Practical Dermatology® addressed salary disparity in an 
article last fall. (Access the article at PracticalDermatology.
com/2017/08.)  n

Have an interesting case to share? Practical Dermatology® 
is seeking submissions for the Resident Resource Center. 
A panel of physician editors will select a best paper 
for the year. The winner will be recognized in Practical 
Dermatology® magazine and DermWire.com and receive a 
reward of a $200 American Express gift card.

Send submissions or questions to: 
Dmann@bmctoday.com 
Editor@bmctoday.com

CALLING ALL DERMATOLOGY RESIDENTS!


