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Introduction. Drug Discovery, Design and Development (PHAR3202), is a third-year pharmacology course at UNSW Sydney, with 56-70 students (2017-2025). This course follows the stages of drug discovery including project and target selection through lead identification, pre-clinical studies, clinical trials, registration and commercialization processes.  

Aims. To design a clinical trial to assess the effects of a drug in a practical class. The class has evolved over several years, where students consider trial design, comparison groups; blinding; randomisation; inclusion and exclusion criteria; ethics; sample size; endpoint(s), data analysis and presentation of the data collected. 
Methods. Class 1 (2017-2019) involved a small trial being performed in the class where students assessed the influence of colour on the ability of subjects to detect the sweetness of a liquid and ways to avoid bias. Class 2 (2020-2021) was performed in a virtual manner due to Covid-19 restrictions preventing on-campus attendance. Students designed and conducted a Phase I clinical trial on a virtual subject population (using “The Islands”) where they assessed the effects of a drug (or control) on key physiological variables. Class 3 (2022-present) involved students developing a design plan and then performing a pilot study for a Phase I or Phase II clinical trial and assess the effect of a drug using “The Islands” virtual subject population. 
Results. Over the evolution of this practical class, students have developed a robust understanding of the clinical trials process by integrating hands-on findings with the key principles of clinical trials presented in lectures. Anonymous course feedback consistently highlights the practical components as a key strength of the course. 
Discussion. By engaging students in the design and execution of clinical trials—both in-person and virtually—this unique class has fostered a deep understanding of the complex considerations inherent throughout this late stage of drug development. Moving into the future (2025), we have removed the final exam from the course and instead students will submit a technical report on their clinical trial as part of a portfolio during the exam period.
“The Islands” - https://islands.smp.uq.edu.au/login.php
