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THERE IS NO DOUBT THAT ‘EXPERT’ 
WITNESSES, PARTICULARLY THOSE IN THE 
MEDICAL FRATERNITY, HAVE COME UNDER 
THE SPOTLIGHT RECENTLY – FOR THE WRONG 
REASONS.  EXPERT MEDICAL WITNESSES 
ARE NOT BORN THAT WAY, NOR DO YEARS 
OF CLINICAL EXPERIENCE IN THE FIELD 
QUALIFY THEM TO TESTIFY. IT IS A FIELD WHERE 
THE STATUS IS ACHIEVED ONLY THROUGH 
EXPERIENCE, HARD WORK AND SKILLS 
TRAINING. IT ALSO REQUIRES KNOWLEDGE 
OF THE CONSTITUTION, THE LAW IN OUR 
COUNTRY, THE COURT PROCEDURES, REPORT 
WRITING AND LEGAL PROCEDURES.

T he identified need for expert witness training 
as a health professional was what led to the 
inaugural course on the Provision of Expert 
Opinion as a Health Professional that took 

place in November 2017. The week-long program was 
designed by Burns-Hoffman Consulting, accredited 
by and presented at UCT medical school.  A number 
of health professionals completed the course, 
which judging by their feedback was a resounding 
success.  The professionals who attended the course 
evaluated the content and level of presentation as 
being excellent, noting that the practical sessions 
were invaluable. 

The course was the brain-child of Elise Burns-Hoffman, 
owner of Burns-Hoffman Consulting.  Burns-
Hoffman is an Occupational Therapist (OT) with 
30 years’ experience who actively engaged in the 
development of the program at the start of 2016, 
commenced discussions with UCT Health Sciences 
Faculty in late 2016 and from early 2017 onwards has 
been working with and alongside the UCT Faculty of 
Health Sciences’ Continuing Education Unit in order 
to roll it out last month.

The course program was designed to ensure that 
health professionals gain proper understanding of 
their professional role in the non-clinical contexts, 
such as business and law, alongside providing 
practical guidance and advice on running one’s own 
business.  It included the following topics: business 
principles and strategic planning; an understanding  
of the Constitution as a health professional; the law 
of contract; the law of delict; an overview of the civil 
and criminal legal procedure; expert witness training 
via a ‘court day’ and professional report writing.   

Burns-Hoffman says that, added to her own 
professional experience in this line of work, her 
research included discussions with various 
professionals and investigations into what other 
suitable courses are on offer.  In her discussions she 
spoke to numerous attorneys; health professionals; 
advocates; risk companies and related disciplines. 
She says that the course is unique in a number of 
ways, the most pertinent of which is the hands on, 
practical approach taken, with the specific intention 
of imparting skills – not attained by merely listening, 
but rather via interaction and roleplay.  To quote 
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Benjamin Franklin: “Tell me and I forget, teach me 
and I may remember, involve me and I learn” – 
quoted on the course. 

The lecturers engaged in this course have all 
enjoyed extensive exposure to the provision of expert 
opinion and evidence in their particular professional 
environment(s) and included a highly respected 
retired judge of the SCA; senior and junior counsel; 
independent business practitioners and others.

ALTHOUGH THE VISION FOR THIS COURSE WAS 
INITIALLY TAKEN TO THE UCT OCCUPATIONAL 
THERAPY DEPARTMENT FOR THE SPECIFIC 
PURPOSE OF PROVIDING RELEVANT TRAINING 
FOR OTS (BURNS-HOFFMAN’S PROFESSIONAL 
AREA OF DISCIPLINE) THERE WAS SUCH 
SUPPORT FOR THE PROPOSAL THAT IT WAS 
DECIDED TO MAKE IT AVAILABLE TO ALL HEALTH 
PROFESSIONALS WHO WISH TO BECOME AND 
OR ARE ALREADY INVOLVED IN THE PROVISION 
OF EXPERT OPINION AND EVIDENCE TO SOCIETY; 
GOVERNMENT; BUSINESS AND THE COURTS. 

Health professionals working in the areas of medical 
negligence; MVAs; employee incapacity; relevant 
contractual and incapacity / disability claims 
assessments are encouraged to attend the course. 
The course is suited to all claims and other life 
insurance personnel who have a heath professional 
qualification. Burns-Hoffman says, ‘it is by no means 
limited to those in independent practice and 
business.’

The request for follow up courses from the delegates 
is testimony to the need for the continuing education 
of health professionals in a domain in that is not 
necessarily discipline based, but draws on the 
experience of such disciplines in the resolution of 
conflict and attainment of justice.
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