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COURSE INFORMATION 
 
Title of course: Introduction to Organ and Tissue Donation 
 
Program: Medicine – M.D. & M.D., C.M. 
 
Term in which it will be offered: Preclerkship or clerkship – preferably in a neurology unit 
 
Total hours: 6 hours 

• 1.5 hour of theory-based classroom lecture on organ donation – meeting objectives for the 
qualifying examination of the Medical Council of Canada (MCC) 

• 3 hours of small group learning on organ donation – meeting objectives for the qualifying 
examination of the Medical Council of Canada (MCC) 

• 0.5 hour of theory-based classroom lecture on tissue donation – recommended 
• 1 hour of theory-based classroom lecture on bioethics in organ and tissue donation – 

recommended 
 
Prerequisite: Previous teaching on neurological determination of death is recommended. 
 
Course Description: This introductory course on organ and tissue donation is based on classroom 
lectures and small group learning, and aims at raising knowledge of and support for donation among 
future physicians. Topics covered include context of organ and tissue donation, organ and tissue 
donation procedure – identification of potential organ and tissue donor, referral to organ and tissue 
procurement centres and communication with families – and bioethical issues in organ and tissue 
donation. 
 
 

RATIONALE 
 
Through transplantation, organ and tissue donation is responsible for saving thousands of lives every 
year worldwide. “In all countries in which deceased organ donation has been initiated, the therapeutic 
potential of deceased organ donation and transplantation should be maximized.” (9) Unfortunately, a 
discrepancy between the demand for organs and tissues and the availability of donors exists, in Canada 
and internationally. Success in organ and tissue donation relies highly on the knowledge of health care 
professionals. (1) Given this fundamental role physicians play in the identification and referral of 
potential donors, it comes as no surprise that the evidence supports enhanced undergraduate medical 
education as a powerful method to improve organ and tissue donation rates. (2) Despite this 
overwhelming evidence, a gap still exists in the way that organ and tissue donation is currently being 
taught in the medical curriculum. (3) Our objective is to implement an evidence-based, expert-
supported course on organ and tissue donation into the Quebec medical curricula in order to raise 
knowledge of and support for donation among future physicians. If this course is adopted, we expect 
to ultimately improve organ donation rates in the province and we expect to quantify this change. 
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In addition to the inherent importance of organ donation, the topic is also part of the Medical Council 
of Canada (MCC) objectives, an additional reason to include it at the undergraduate medical level. 
 
The present introductory course described in this proposal, available during the preclinical years in 
the forms of theory-based classroom lectures, cultivates medical students’ interests early in their 
education in the absence of barriers to learning such as lack of time and false sense of competency 

and encourages them to pursue a profession in donation and transplantation or a related field. (2) We 
believe that the implementation of this course will be very feasible and will create a unique educational 
experience for medical students, who will be key players in shaping the organ and tissue donation 
system of tomorrow. 
 
 

MCC OBJECTIVES (4)1 
 
Head Trauma / Brain Death / Transplant Donations 
 
Rationale 
While most head trauma is mild and not associated with long-term sequelae, clinical examination may 
fail to detect serious intracranial injuries that are evident on radiological imaging. Therefore, it is 
imperative to recognize head injured patients that require additional diagnostic imaging. When brain 
death has occurred, organ transplantation should be considered. 
 
Causal Conditions 

1. Skull fracture, penetrating injury 
2. Hemorrhage, hematoma (subdural, epidural, subarachnoid, shaken baby syndrome) 
3. Cerebral contusion 
4. Edema (midline shift) 

 
Key Objectives 
Given a patient with a head/brain injury, the candidate will diagnose the cause, severity and 
complications. In particular, the candidate will, based on the mechanism of injury and the clinical 
findings, determine the appropriate management plan and select appropriate imaging and ongoing 
surveillance. In cases where brain death has occurred, discuss organ donation with the next of kin. 
 
Enabling Objectives 
Given a patient with a head/brain injury, the candidate will 

1. list and interpret critical clinical findings, including those derived from 
a. a history aimed at determining if the head injury was severe, or associated with 

complication (e.g., mechanism of injury, loss of consciousness); 
b. a physical examination aimed at determining if the head injury was severe, or associated 

with complication (e.g., ecchymosis behind ear); 

                                                        
1 Original text from MCC 
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c. a repeat history or examination aimed at detecting evolving pathology; 
d. clinical signs of brain death; 

2. list and interpret critical investigations, including 
a. determination as to whether the patient requires urgent brain imaging; 
b. confirmation of brain death with appropriate investigations; 

3. conduct an effective initial management plan, including 
a. determine if the patient requires specialized or urgent care; 
b. in a patient whose head injury has caused brain death, but whose heart is still beating, 

communicate this information to the transplantation team (or equivalent) if the deceased 
patient or the family have indicated a desire to donate organ(s); 

c. if there is no indication that organ donation has been considered, counsel the family 
about the possibility. 

 
Cardiac Arrest 
 
Rationale 
Cardiac arrest is life threatening and relatively common, particularly in the hospital setting. Timely 
basic and advanced cardiac life support improves patient survival. 
 
Causal Conditions 

1. Coronary artery disease 
2. Cardiac conduction abnormalities 
3. Myocardial abnormalities 
4. Non-cardiac causes (e.g., pulmonary embolus) 

 
Key Objectives 
Given a patient who presents with cardiac arrest, the candidate will be able to initiate immediate acute 
cardiac life support, and construct an appropriate subsequent management plan. 
 
Enabling Objectives 
Given the patient with cardiac arrest, the candidate will 

1. list and interpret critical clinical findings, including 
a. pulseless circulatory state; 
b. features that may help determine the cause of the arrest; 

2. list and interpret critical investigations 
3. construct an effective management plan, including 

a. initiation of basic and acute cardiac life support protocols; 
b. communication with family members concerning the event, including 

i. outcome 
ii. breaking bad news 
iii. organ donation 
iv. autopsy request. 
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LEARNING OBJECTIVES 
 
This course will help medical students to 

• foster an interest in and awareness of organ and tissue donation; 
• be acquainted with the context of organ and tissue donation; 
• have a general understanding of the organ and tissue donation procedure; 
• understand major bioethical issues in organ and tissue donation. 

 
 

COURSE OUTLINE 
 
Teaching items in italics are optional. These items are considered supplemental materials. 
 
Lecture 1 – Designed to meet MCC Objectives 
 
Title: Organ Donation 
 
Duration: 1.5 hour 
 
Instructor: Intensivist, organ donation resource nurse, representative from organ procurement 
organisation 
 
Learning objectives: 

• Understand the basic principles of organ donation 
• Appreciate the benefits of organ and tissue donation and transplantation 
• Be acquainted with the key organ donation statistics 
• Know the characteristics for identifying organ donors 
• Understand donation registries and referral of potential organ donors 
• Appreciate families’ attitudes, fundamental strategies for obtaining donation consent and 

barriers to family approach 
• Understand the transplant waiting list 
• Acknowledge the barriers to donation availability and physicians’ responsibilities 

 
Topics covered: 
 
Context of organ donation 

• Basic principles of organ donation 
o Duty to serve the needs of potential transplant recipients in an ethical, legal, safe and 

equitable manner 
o Providing the opportunity to donate and to respect the donor’s wishes without 

compromising the duty of care to the dying patient or living donor 
o Two types of donors: deceased and living donors 
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• History of neurological determination of death and organ and tissue donation and future 
perspectives 

• Patient stories 
• Benefits of organ and tissue donation and transplantation 

o Recipient: Transplantable organs and tissues, patient survival rates according to 
transplanted organs, number of patients benefited from donation 

o Donor’s family: Overcoming grief over loss of loved one 
o Society: Cost-benefit analysis of kidney transplantation compared to dialysis 

• Organ donation statistics 
o Number of organ donors, transplanted patients, patients on the waiting list, deceased 

patients on the waiting list, lifetime probability of receiving a transplant 
o Statistics in Canadian provinces and other countries 

 
Organ donation procedure 

• Overview of the organ donation procedure 
o Produced by Transplant Québec, Association des Conseils de médecins, dentistes et 

pharmaciens and Association québécoise d'établissements de santé et de services 
sociaux 

o Used in all healthcare institutions 
• Step 1: Identification 

o Breakdown of the number of hospital deaths, potential donors and actual donors 
§ Emphasis on the rarity of donors and importance of identifying all potential donors 
§ Provincial law on mandatory potential donor referral 

• In Quebec, article 204.1 of LSSSS: Loi facilitant les dons d’organes et de 
tissus 

o Causes of death in organ donors and course of disease leading to poor prognosis 
o Basic criteria for potential organ donor 

§ Imminent or established death in hospital, severe brain injury, mechanical 
ventilation 

§ Identification in a context of end-of-life care, usually in the emergency 
department, intensive care unit and critical care unit 

o Contraindications to organ donation 
§ Always contact organ procurement organisation at this stage to ensure that no 

donor is missed 
§ Consent status in the registries is verified at this stage for convenience only, the 

organ procurement organisation does not intervene before diagnosis is made 
o Neurological determination of death (NDD) 

§ Concept, criterias, physical examination, ancillary tests (angiography, 
scintigraphy) 

o Donation after cardiocirculatory death (DCD) 
§ Concept 

o Diagnosis of death completed by 2 physicians 
o Common misconceptions about potential organ donors 

§ Age, religion, funeral plans, quality of care for consented patients 
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o Summary potential organ donor identification flowchart 
• Step 2: Referral 

o Roles of organ donation resource nurse and organ procurement organisation in the organ 
donation procedure 

o Understanding expression of consent through donation registries, for minors and adults 
§ Articles 43 and 44 of Code civil du Québec 
§ Percentage of population in favour of organ donation 
§ Importance of communicating wishes with next of kin 

o Referral and verification of patient’s consent status in the registries 
§ Stats: Higher referral rate results in higher donation rate 

• Step 3: Communication of diagnosis / prognosis and presentation of the option of organ 
donation 

o Families’ attitudes 
§ Donation provides meaning to the loss of their loved one and allows families to 

honour wishes 
• Importance of offering the option of donation 

o Procedure and strategies 
§ The treating physician announces and explains the poor and irreversible 

prognosis 
• Provide a quiet and private space 
• Use a family-centered approach and provide continuous support to 

families 
• Ensure that the family understands the prognosis 

o Use of visual aids (i.e. brain scan) 
• Reassurance in optimal care provided by healthcare team 

§ Discuss withdrawing life-sustaining therapies in the case of DCD 
§ Present the option of organ and tissue donation as an option in end-of-life care 

• Right time, right person, right method 
o Right time 

§ Once the family understands that the patient will not survive 
§ When the family initiates the discussion about organ donation 
§ When the decision is made to withdraw life-sustaining 

treatment 
o Right person 

§ Team-based family approach 
§ The donation option is presented by the treatment team 

member (physician, nurse, spiritual advisor, social worker) 
who has the best relationship with the patient’s family or the 
most experience and skill in communicating with families 

o Right method 
§ Decoupling 

• Project positivity about obtaining consent from families 
• Enquire about the reason for not donating 

o Barriers to family approach 
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§ Denial of poor prognosis in a context of shock and difficult circumstances 
§ Misunderstanding of the concept of NDD or of the context of end-of-life care 
§ Lack of time resource 

• Step 4: Evaluation, eligibility and procurement 
o Brief presentation of the following steps 

§ Donor management 
§ Donor eligibility evaluation – medical history and investigations (e.g. biopsy) 
§ Organ procurement 

o Brief presentation of the transplantation waiting list 
§ Stats: Average waiting time per organ 

o Donor’s family follow-up and bereavement support 
§ Examples in Quebec 

• Post-donation follow-up by Transplant Quebec 
• Donor Recognition Ceremony 
• CODA Recognition Ceremony for Families of Deceased Donors 

• Conclusion 
o Challenges to donation availability 

§ Community 
• Ethnocultural (ethnic and cultural minorities are less likely to donate), 

religious (e.g. some Jewish communities object to NDD), personal culture, 
distrust, fear, apathy  

§ Healthcare system 
• Identification of potential donors (all healthcare workers in ED, ICU and 

CCU should contribute towards identification, especially respiratory 
therapists), family approach, donor management, hospital resources 
(access to intensive care unit and operating room) and engagement 

o Physician’s responsibilities 
§ Identification, referral and, when appropriate, presentation of the option of organ 

donation 
§ Awareness and advocacy 

 
Small Group Learning 1 – Designed to meet MCC Objectives 
 
Title: Organ Donation 
 
Duration: 3 hours 
 
Instructors: Intensivist, organ donation resource nurse, representative from organ procurement 
organisation 
 
Learning objectives: 

• Know the characteristics for identifying organ donors, including neurological determination of 
death (NDD) and donation after cardiac death (DCD) 

• Understand donation referral of potential organ donors 
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• Appreciate families’ attitudes, fundamental strategies for obtaining donation consent and 
barriers to family approach 

• Understand an overview of the procedure for procurement 
• Acknowledge the barriers to donation availability and physicians’ responsibilities 

 
Case summary: An unconscious 37-year-old woman suffered from severe intracranial hemorrhage 
following a motor vehicle accident and is in critical condition in ICU. Over the past two days, she is 
surrounded by her family, who is visibly worried about her prognosis. Although the patient is ventilated 
and that her heart is beating, brain death is suspected based on neurological exam. 
 
Guiding questions: 
 

• What is the clinical definition of brain death? Describe the ancillary tests used to confirm the 
diagnosis of brain death. 

• What are the physiological mechanisms of brain death? What are the clinical scenarios that 
most commonly lead to brain death (and organ donation)? 

• What are the clinical criteria to be considered a potential organ donor? What additional 
information will Transplant Quebec verify about the patient? 

• Once NDD has been established, how will you approach the family, and how will you describe 
brain death to them? 

• How do you bring up the topic of donation? How would you respond to hesitations from the 
family? What should you do in the case of a refusal? 

• Once the patient has been consented for organ donation, what is the protocol between consent 
and the operating room? 

• Describe your understanding of DCD. How does the procedure of DCD differ from NDD? 
• What do you consider to be the main barriers to improving organ donation rates? Discuss 

potential strategies to overcome these barriers.   
 
Lecture 2 – Recommended  
 
Title: Tissue Donation 
 
Duration: 0.5 hour 
 
Instructor: Representative from tissue procurement organisation 
 
Learning objectives: 

• Be acquainted with the key tissue donation statistics 
• Know the characteristics for identifying tissue donors 
• Understand referral of potential tissue donors 
• Appreciate the differences and similarities in family approach between organ and tissue 

donation 
 
Topics covered: 
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Context of tissue donation 

• Tissue donation statistics 
o Number of tissue donors and transplanted patients 
o Projected needs 

 
Tissue donation procedure 

• Overview of the tissue donation procedure 
• Step 1: Identification 

o Percentage of deceased patients in hospital eligible for tissue donation 
o Criteria for potential tissue donor 
o Causes of death in tissue donors 
o Common misconceptions about potential tissue donors – autopsies, coroner’s case 
o Contraindications to tissue donation 
o Summary potential tissue donor identification flowchart 
o Roles of tissue procurement organisation in the tissue donation procedure 

• Step 2: Referral 
o Verification of patient’s inscription in the registries 

• Step 3: Presentation of the option of tissue donation 
o Similarities and differences with organ donation 

• Step 4: Evaluation and management 
o Donor eligibility evaluation – medical history 
o Donor management 

• Step 5: Procurement by tissue procurement organisation 
o Recovery of tissues 
o Bank of tissues – objective tests and processing techniques 

• Summary of similarities and differences with organ donation 
 
Lecture 3 – Recommended  
 
Title: Bioethical issues in Organ and Tissue Donation 
 
Duration: 1 hour 
 
Instructors: Bioethicist 
 
Learning objectives: 

• Be acquainted with key laws and regulations on organ and tissue donation 
• Appreciate ethical issues surrounding definition of death, organs and tissues procurement and 

allocation 
• Understand current controversial topics in organ and tissue donation 

 
Topics covered (8): 
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• Brief introduction to bioethics 
• Brief overview of organ and tissue donation law and regulations in Canada 

o Quebec 
§ Bill n°125 : An Act to facilitate organ and tissue donation 
§ Loi sur les services de santé et les services sociaux 

o Accreditation Canada 
• Ethical issues in defining death 

o Social, historical, cultural, religious, and spiritual considerations 
o Neurological Determination of Death (NDD) 
o Organ donation after circulatory death (DCD) 

• Retrieving organs and tissues 
o Duties and obligations towards patients and conflicts of interest 

§ The Dead Donor Rule 
§ Separate medical teams 
§ Donation after physician-assisted suicide 
§ Pre-death care in DCD patients (e.g. heparin, antibiotics and corticosteroid 

administration, bronchoscopy) may not be in their best interests 
o Family veto to donor’s expressed wishes 
o Presumed consent 

• Allocating Organs and Tissues 
o Ethical principles in allocation 
o Criteria for recipient selection 

§ Psychosocial considerations 
§ Re-transplants 
§ Multi-organ transplants 
§ Age 
§ Non-residents and uninsured patients 

o Organ donation systems 
§ UK Transplant 
§ Israel’s priority system (2008) 

• Controversial topics in organ and tissue donation 
o Transplant tourism 

§ Declaration of Istanbul (2008) 
o Financial incentives for living donation 
o Public solicitations 

 
Alternative teaching methods 
 
Small group teaching sessions have gained popularity in medical education as they encourage self-
directed learning, increase student interest and enhance retention of knowledge and skills (7). Several 
general themes presented in the lectures may be suitable for the small group teaching format, either 
as a replacement of the lecture or as a reinforcement of the content taught during the lecture. Such 
themes include but are not limited to: organ and tissue donation procedures, communication with 
donor’s family and bioethical issues in organ and tissue donation. 
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Other teaching methods, such as mandatory online modules and simulation-based learning, could 
also replace conventional didactic lecture teaching format to address the learning objectives above. 
 
 

STUDENT EVALUATION 
 
Knowledge acquired during lectures will be evaluated during written examinations according to faculty 
regulations. 
 
 

COURSE EVALUATION 
 
Students are encouraged to provide feedbacks and suggestions to this course through formal surveys, 
and data collected will be used only for research purposes. 
 
 

REQUIRED TEXT 
 
PowerPoint and PDF materials are provided to students. 
 
 

TEACHING RESOURCES 
 
Lecturers may be appointed by the faculty itself. Recommended areas of expertise can be found in 
the Course Outline section. 
 
 

IMPACT ON THE MEDICAL CURRICULUM 
 
The content of this course complements well with the neurology unit during pre-clinical years, 
especially following the lecture on neurological determination of death. There should not be any 
conflicts with other courses. 
 
 

COURSE IMPLEMENTATION AND FUTURE PROSPECTIVE 
 
This course should be implemented prior to July 2018. As new research is being done and best 
practices are being shared among participating faculties, revisions to this course will be expected. 
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