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On the way to lunch on one of my last days at National Taiwan University (NTU) Hospital, I passed a 
woman practicing Tai Chi in a courtyard shaded by palms and other trees. I made my way through the 
lobby full of Taiwanese patients and families, then crossed the street to the main hospital for my choice 
of Taiwanese, Cantonese, or Japanese food. Everywhere the sound of Mandarin and Taiwanese, but the 
hospital is frequented by enough foreigners that the clerks can help you order in English. These are just 
a few of the highlights that make me think a rotation in Taiwan, and at NTU Hospital in particular, a 
more memorable adventure than taking a similar rotation in Europe.  
 
Setting up the rotation required some advance planning because of mailing materials overseas and the 
NTU College of Medicine application deadlines. Their website does have instructions and application 
materials in English. Most importantly, foreign students are only required to speak either Mandarin or 
English, meaning that Mandarin is not required. In fact, one of the German foreign students I met spoke 
English only, and my Mandarin is quite beginner.  The NTU administrator for foreign students speaks 
English quite well. The medical students and attendings speak at least some English as well. 
 
I selected the dermatology rotation. It was all outpatient, and a great opportunity to observe an Asian 
health care system with a national insurance plan. From the patient's perspective, no referral was 
required and some openings were available for same-day dermatology appointments. Patients arrived at 
the beginning of the morning or afternoon shift with their position number. They would sit in a waiting 
area while a board ticked through numbers, not unlike taking a number at a department of motor 
vehicles and waiting for your turn. The main board indicates when you're next so you can wait at the 
door of your indicated clinic, then immediately enter when your number is called as the previous 
patient leaves. The doctor then waits with several medical students and a nurse and/or resident to enter 
coding diagnoses and prescription orders (yes, residents help nurses with the paperwork!). A follow-up 
appointment might take a few minutes, while a new patient visit might take upwards of 15 minutes. 
One attending could have perhaps 50 or more patients scheduled in one morning.  
 
This system was incredibly accessible for patients in that they could see a specialist within a day or two 
without referral, and at the same minimal copay which includes prescriptions (about $3 US dollars). 
The monthly premiums for the national plan cost about $27 US dollars. I think that, given my limited 
Mandarin ability and short time in Taiwan, it was difficult to see the drawbacks associated with this 
national system. I do think it would be less convenient to wait for your number to be called, but there 
are many general practitioners with offices conveniently located within a short walk or bus/cab ride 
where you wouldn't need to wait long if at all. In addition, some independent news organizations 
reported that in a recent year Taiwan spent 6.3% of its GDP on the national health system and had the 
lowest administrative costs worldwide. By comparison, the most recent U.S. estimate is that we spend 
17% of our GDP on health care.  
 
There were some interesting cross-cultural differences. For example, no HIPAA. It was not unusual for 
patients to intrude during someone else's visit, although the door would always be locked for sensitive 
physical exams. Elderly parents were always accompanied by their adult children. Being Asian, 
Taiwanese experience substantially lower skin cancer rates. Taiwan is an incredibly humid country, 
however, which many Taiwanese blame for their 'bad skin' (lots of eczema!!). Some common skin 
disorders seen in primary care here, such as seborrheic or actinic keratoses, were quite rare in Taiwan 
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unless you happened to see a foreigner (waiguo ren).  
 
The rotation allowed for customization of the schedule. I spent additional half-days working with a 
pediatric dermatologist. Other specialty clinics included autoimmune and psychiatric dermatologic 
disorders, and a psoriasis clinic which included psoriasis patients taking part in a randomized clinic 
trial. There were weekly clinicopathologic conferences with teaching slides predominantly in English, 
that addressed a clinical diagnostic dilemma from one of the clinics and included discussion of the 
corresponding histopathology.  
 
I would once again recommend an away rotation in Asia, and Taiwan in particular, for anyone seeking 
the opportunity to learn more about health care in other developed countries. Europe certainly has its 
appeal but you will have a truly different cultural experience in Taiwan....stinky tofu, lantern festivals, 
night markets, bamboo forests, Taoist temples, Chinese-style bakeries, and so many more experiences 
in the convenient and safe city of Taipei. 
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