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Drugs and Society is a stand-alone unit in pharmacology being offered to level 2 Science students and Science/Law students. In addition to introducing students to the basics of how drugs act, a major aim of this unit is to encourage students to relate what they are learning to issues of current topical interest. For this reason the focus of the information presented is less on specific details and more on concepts and ontroversies.

The lectures of the unit are divided into four broad ‘topics’. Introduction to Drug Action (6 lectures) deals with basic mechanisms of drug action, neurotransmission and endogenous mediators, as well as introducing concepts in pharmacokinetics. Drugs in Society (9 lectures) discusses where and how we access gain access to drugs. Factors regulating the availability of therapeutic drugs are discussed with respect to the scheduling and the effect of this on drug marketing strategies. While there is some focus on conventional medicines, how food and beverages can act as drugs and factors

underlying the increased usage of herbal medicines are also addressed. Drugs of Abuse (9 lectures), in addition to covering the pharmacology of legal and illegal drugs of abuse, encourages students to think about controversies relating to treatment strategies and the psychological aspects and social implications of drug abuse. Drug Development (4 lectures) highlights how drugs are discovered (serendipity, natural sources, rational design) and addresses the issues of clinical drug development and pharmacoeconomics.

Assessment tasks have been developed to allow students to explore how the general public gains access to information about drugs and drug related issues and to use the scientific literature to assess the quality and validity of this information. In addition, participation in small group debates encourages students to appreciate why some issues are highly controversial.

Feedback from students undertaking this unit have shown that it is enjoyed by the majority, to the extent that approximately 60% of the students from the classes of 2000 and 2001 and have continued into third level units in pharmacology. The majority of these students have studied, or intend to study, pharmacology as a major discipline towards their undergraduate degree.

Overall, we feel that this unit offers a basic introduction to pharmacology which is of relevance not only to students wishing to continue into further studies in pharmacology, but also to those pursuing a wide range of career options such as patent law, commerce, biotechnology and teaching.
